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INTRODUCTION
The name G ia m b a t t i s ta  V ico i s  one t h a t  i s  v i r t u a l l y  unknown in  th e  
c o n te x t  o f  a n th r o p o lo g ic a l  and p r e h i s t o r i c  s t u d i e s .  In d e e d , p e r s o n a l  
e x p e r ie n c e  h a s  d e m o n s tra te d  t h a t  m en tio n  o f  h i s  name a t  a  g a th e r in g  o f  p re ­
h i s t o r i a n s  o r  a n th r o p o l o g i s t s  e l i c i t s  th e  in fo r m a t io n  t h a t  m ost o f  th o s e  p re ­
s e n t  have n e v e r  h e a rd  h i s  nam e, much l e s s  be aw are  t h a t  V ico may have co n ­
t r i b u t e d  so m e th in g  o f  s i g n i f i c a n c e  to  th e  d ev e lo p m en t o f  t h e i r  r e s p e c t i v e  
d i s c i p l i n e s .
My a im  in  t h i s  t h e s i s ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  i s  to  i s o l a t e ,  exam ine and  a s s e s s  
th e  im p l ic a t i o n s  o f  G ia m b a t t i s ta  V ic o ’ s  m ajo r w o rk , The New S c ie n c e , f o r  
p r e h i s t o r i c  s t u d i e s  and f o r  a n th r o p o lo g ic a l  th o u g h t .  I t  i s  a  w ork in  w hich  
V ico m akes th e  f o l lo w in g  c la im :
T hus p u re ly  by u n d e r s ta n d in g ,  w i th o u t  b e n e f i t  o f  memory . . .  we 
seem to  have f i l l e d  in  th e  b e g in n in g s  o f  u n i v e r s a l  h i s t o r y  b o th  
i n  a n c ie n t  E g y p t and in  th e  E a s t ,  w h ich  i s  more a n c ie n t  th a n  
E g y p t; and  f u r t h e r ,  w i th in  th e  E a s t ,  th e  b e g in n in g s  o f  th e  
A s s y r ia n  m onarchy . F o r h i t h e r t o  t h i s  m onarchy , f o r  l a c k  o f  i t s  
many and v a r i e d  a n te c e d e n t  c a u s e s ,  w h ich  m ust have been  p re v ­
io u s ly  a t  work in  o r d e r  to  p ro d u ce  a  m onarchy . . .  h a s  a p p e a re d  
in  h i s t o r y  a s  a  sudden  b i r t h ,  a s  a  f r o g  i s  b o rn  o f  a  summer 
sh o w er• 1
V ico  t h e r e f o r e  c la im e d  t h a t  The New S c ie n c e  t r a c e d  th e  h i s t o r y  o f  p r e - c l a s s -  
i c a l  c i v i l i s a t i o n s .  I n  c o m p le tin g  h i s  programme he e la b o r a t e d  a  num ber o f  
h ig h ly  o r i g i n a l  p h i lo s o p h ic a l  and a n th r o p o l o g ic a l ,  h e u r i s t i c  c o n c e p ts  and 
m o d e ls . T h e ir  f r u i t f u l n e s s  he d e m o n s tra te d  by h i s  epoch  m aking  a n a l y s i s  
o f  th e  Hom eric e p ic s ;  t h e i r  v a l i d i t y  he e s t a b l i s h e d  by c o m p a ra tiv e  m eth o d s .
The t a s k  o f  i s o l a t i n g  th e s e  c o n c e p ts  i s  no e a sy  m a t te r  f o r  th e y  a r e  
subm erged b e n e a th  a  t u r g i d  m ass o f  f a c t u a l  d e t a i l .  The d i f f i c u l t i e s  s p r in g  
f i r s t  o f  a l l  from  V ic o ’ s  s t y l i s t i c  o b s c u r i t y ,  an  a s p e c t  w hich  i s  d i s c u s s e d  
a t  le n g th  in  A ppendix  A. A second  s o u rc e  o f  d i f f i c u l t y  i s  th e  com prehens­
iv e  n a tu r e  o f  V ic o ’ s  a p p ro a c h . In  The A u to b io g rap h y  V ico  a s s e r t s  t h a t
2
P l a to  "was th e  e q u iv a le n t  o f  an  e n t i r e  u n i v e r s i t y  o f  s t u d i e s " .  I n  th e
1 . The New S c ie n c e . 738*
2 . The A u to b io g ra p h y , p.199*
v i
b read th  o f  h i s  approach Vico somewhat resem bles P la to  fo r  i f  he i s  no t 'th e
eq u iv a len t o f an e n t i r e  u n iv e r s i ty  o f  s tu d ie s ' he ap pears  to  have som ething
to  c o n tr ib u te  to  most o f the  d is c ip l in e s  which a re  pursued in  a  modern A rts
5 4 5
f a c u l ty :  h is to r y ,  ph ilosophy , an th ropo logy , com parative m ythology, l i n g u i s t -  
6 7 8 9 10 11 
i c s ,  m athem atics, so c io lo g y , p o l i t i c a l  ph ilo sophy , psychology, p o e try ,
12 15 14 15
a e s th e t ic s ,  Homeric s tu d ie s ,  pedagogy and E n g lish  l i t e r a t u r e  (James Jo y ce ),
S cho lars  a c t iv e  in  a l l  th e se  f i e ld s  have acknowledged th a t  Vico has something
to  o f f e r  t h e i r  re s p e c tiv e  d i s c ip l in e s .  Indeed , i t  has been s a id  th a t
. . .  Vico s tan d s  a s  one o f those  th in k e rs  whom everyone can read  
w ith  p r o f i t ,  in  whom everyone f in d s  some elem ent o f  contem porary 
thought embodied or foreshadow ed. 16
Hence Frank M anuel's remark -  " th e re  a re  many mansions in  th e  in t e l l e c t u a l
17
house o f  G iam b attis ta  Vico" -  i s  n o t w ithou t fo u n d a tio n .
The m u ltifa c e te d  n a tu re  o f V ic o 's  sch o la rsh ip  i s  no a c c id e n t fo r  he
d e l ib e ra te ly  c u l t iv a te d  i t .  Indeed, he co n sid ered  i t  h is  duty  to  do so .
He never d iscu ssed  m a tte rs  p e r ta in in g  to  eloquence a p a r t  from 
wisdom, out would say th a t  eloquence i s  no th in g  but wisdom 
speak ing ; th a t  h is  c h a ir  ^was th e  one th a t  should g ive d i r e c t ­
ion  to  minds and make them u n iv e r s a l ;  th a t  o th e rs  were concern­
ed w ith  the  v a r io u s  p a r ts  o f knowledge, bu t h is  should te ach  i t
5. B ertrand  R u ss e ll ,  Wisdom o f the  W est. London, 1959» p.207.
4 . D. B idney, 'V ic o 's  New Science o f  M yth ', in  G iorgio T ag liaco zzo , G iam battis­
t a  Vico -  an In te rn a t io n a l  Symposium. B altim o re , 1969* p .263 .
5 . E rn st C a s s ire r ,  The Philosophy o f Symbolic Forms. V o l . I I ,  New Haven, 1955»
P*5*
6. i b i d . ,  V o l.I ,  p .150 .
7. A. C orsano, 'V ico and M athem atics ', in  G iorgio  T ag liacozzo , o p . c i t . .
PP.425-57.
8. K arl Marx, C a p i ta l . London, 1928, p .392 .
9. F . Vaughan, The P o l i t i c a l  Philosophy o f  G iam b attis ta  V ico. The Hague, 1972.
10. S . A r i e t i ,  The In tra p sy c h ic  S e l f . New York, 1967» p p .408-9.
11. H. Read, The Form o f Things Unknown. London, i 960, p .118 .
12. S. G iedion, The E te rn a l P re s e n t . New York, 1962, p p .8 5 -6 .
13. C. Thomas, Homer' s H is to ry . New York, 1970, p p .2 -3 .
14« M. G o re tt i ,  'V ic o 's  Pedagogic Thought and th a t  o f  Today ', in  G iorgio 
T ag liacozzo , o p . c i t . .  p p .555-575*
15* H. Levin, James Joyce . London, 1947» PP.98, 101. C f. H. Gorman, James 
Joyce . London, 1949» P*529.
16. J.  E d ie , 'V ico and E x is te n t ia l  P h ilo so p h y ', in  G iorgio T ag liaco zzo , o p . c i t . . 
p.483.
17. Shapes o f P h ilo so p h ic a l H is to ry . S ta n fo rd , 1965* P.55«
18. Vico considered  wisdom " th e  fa c u lty  which commands a l l  the  d i s c ip l in e s  by 
which we acq u ire  a l l  th e  sc ien ces  and a r t s  th a t  make up hum anity". See 
The New S c ien ce . 364.
19* Vico he ld  the  C hair o f  R h eto ric  a t  th e  U n iv e rs ity  o f N aples from 1699 to  
1741.
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a s  an in te g r a l  whole in  which each p a r t  acco rds w ith  every o th e r  
and g e ts  i t s  meaning from th e  w hole, 20
Vico th u s  took  a l l  knowledge fo r  h is  p ro v in ce , eschewing s p e c ia l i s a t io n  and
th in k in g  i t  q u ite  u n fo r tu n a te  th a t  d i s c ip l in e s  should r e s t  su p in e ly  in  t h e i r
21
own w a te r t ig h t  com partm ents. H is approach i s ,  a t  th e  same tim e , both  h is  
g r e a te s t  s tre n g th  and h is  g r e a te s t  w eakness. I t  i s  h is  s tre n g th  because i t  
e n ab le s  him to  a p p re c ia te  th a t  the  d iv is io n  o f  th e  d is c ip l in e s  i s  a r t i f i c i a l  
and th a t  knowledge i s  one; i t  i s  h is  weakness because w h ils t  t r y in g  to  say a l l  
he succeeds in  say ing  n o th in g  very  c le a r ly .  Since h is  approach presupposes 
an alm ost u n iv e r s a l  e ru d i t io n  both  on h i s  p a r t  and th a t  o f h is  re a d e r i t  i s  
n o t s u rp r is in g  h is  work te n d s  to  appear p a r t i t iv e  and fragm en tary . Most 
re a d e rs  o f  Vico would l ik e  him to  have sa id  a  l i t t l e  l e s s  on some m a tte rs  and 
a g re a t  d e a l more on o th e r s .
An a d d i t io n a l  f a c to r  o ccas io n in g  d i f f i c u l t y  in  in te r p r e t in g  Vico i s  th a t  
th e  e th o s  in  which he worked was very  d i f f e r e n t  from our own. He d id  n o t l iv e  
in  an atm osphere o f  r ig o ro u s  B r i t i s h  S n p ir ic ism . Consequently one f in d s  th a t  
h is  c o n c lu s io n s  a re  q u ite  o f te n  n o t a s  f irm ly  supported  by lo g ic  o r em p irica l 
ev idence a s  th e  average ’Anglo-Saxon* would l i k e .  Vico r e l i e d  h e av ily  on 
i n t u i t i o n ,  what John K eats c a l le d  n eg a tiv e  c a p a b i l i ty .  Although t h i s  may be 
taken  to  imply th a t  Vico was p o e tic  in  h i s  approach i t  does n o t fo llow  th a t  
he can be c a l le d  a  m ystic in  th e  d eroga to ry  sense o f  th e  word. I n tu i t io n s  
never occur in  a  vacuum; they  occur in  a mind th a t  has been p repared  fo r  them. 
The p h y s ic i s t ,  fo r  example, h as in tu i t i o n s  th a t  b ear on p h y s ic s , n o t l i n g u i s t ­
i c s .  Although V ico’ s approach to  knowledge i s ,  in  my view le g i t im a te ,  i t  
do es, n e v e r th e le s s  p re se n t problem s, e s p e c ia l ly  fo r  th o se  committed to  the  
p o s i t i v i s t i c  t r a d i t i o n .  In  c h a p te rs  I I  and I I I  I  have th e re fo re  a ttem pted  
to  le s s e n  th e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  by s e t t in g  Vico in  h i s  in t e l l e c t u a l  and h i s to r i c a l
20.  The A utobiography, p.199«
21.  D. V i t t o r i n i ,  ’G ia m b a ttis ta  Vico and R e a lity  -  An E v a lu a tio n  o f  th e  Be 
N o s tr i  Temporis Studiorum  R atione (1708)’ , Modern Language Q u a r te r ly . 13, 
1952, pp .90-91.
viii
context.
For the reasons stated above, it is not only difficult to interpret 
the Vichian corpus, it is also impossible to treat of it in its entirety in 
a single volume. Consequently, this thesis will concentrate on only one 
fundamental aspect of Vico’s thought - what he said of 'primitive' man and 
'primitive' culture. To do this adequately, however, one must examine a 
number of Vichian tenets which, although not specifically prehistorical or 
anthropological in nature, are quite relevant, for not only is some under­
standing of them a prerequisite for unravelling Vico's statements about 
'primitive' man, they are also tacitly assumed by most modern prehistorians 
and anthropologists. Although my treatment of them does not pretend to be 
exhaustive, I therefore discuss in chapters IV and V Vico's epistemological 
position and his developmental model.
Since my aim in this thesis does not involve tracing the growth or 
development of Vico's thought, I have restricted this study basically to the 
De Antiquissima, The Autobiography and The New Science. For a number of 
reasons this procedure is legitimate. Vico himself considered that he
expressed satisfactorily in The New Science what he had expressed in a con-
22
fused and indistinct way in his earlier works. Everything of consequence 
that he wrote, beginning with The Study Methods in 1708, he believed to be
23
a more or less incomplete project of The New Science. He valued the Diritto
24 25
Universale for two passages, the Scienza Nuova Prima for three. None of 
these five passages has any direct relevance for this thesis. When a public­
ation of his collected works was suggested, Vico
... gave them to understand that of all the poor works of his 
exhausted genius he wished only the New Science to remain to
22. The Autobiography, p.166.
23. ibid., p.117.
24- ibid.. p.193•
25. ibid.. P.192.
th e  w o r ld . . . 26
ix.
In  V ic o 's  e s tim a tio n , th e n , The New S cience co n ta in ed  a l l  th a t  was e s s e n t ia l  
to  h is  th o u g h t.
A number o f h is  com m entators a re  o f  the same o p in io n . T. W hittaker 
i s  o f the  b e l i e f  th a t
The sep a ra te  tre a tm e n t o f V ic o 's  g re a t work f  The New S cienceJ i s  
b o th  d e s ir a b le  and p o s s ib le :  d e s ir a b le  because he h im se lf more 
than  once exp ressed  in d if fe re n c e  to  th e  su rv iv a l o f any o f h is  
o th e r  works; and p o s s ib le  because, w hatever th e  d e fe c ts  o f  h is  
e x p o s it io n , a s  u n sp arin g ly  anim adverted on by I t a l i a n  a s  by 
fo re ig n  c r i t i c s ,  he has in  r e a l i t y  brought h is  "New S cience" in to  
a  form in  which i t  s tan d s  by i t s e l f ,  p e r fe c t ly  c le a r  o f  every 
m etaphysica l d o c tr in e ,  in c lu d in g  even h is  own o c c a s io n a lly  very 
i n te r e s t in g  su g g e s tio n s . 27
B enedetto  C roce, one o f  th e  most c e le b ra te d  o f  a l l  V ichian s c h o la rs , ho lds a
s im ila r  view . He su g g es ts  th a t  The New S c ien ce , to g e th e r
. . .  w ith  the  Be A ntiqu issim a and th e  au tobiography su p p lie s  a l l  
th e  n ecessa ry  m a te r ia l  fo r  a  knowledge o f h is  th o u g h t. 28
A s e le c t iv e  procedure th e re fo re  appears  to  be q u ite  le g it im a te  and i s  c e r t ­
a in ly  no t w ithou t p re c ed e n t.
N e ith e r i s  i t  here  p o s s ib le  o r n ecessa ry  to  examine, in  d e t a i l ,  th e  
o r ig in s  o f V ic o 's  th o u g h t. The immensity o f such a ta sk  was w ell a p p re c ia t­
ed by A. W illiam  Salomone:
. . .  however im p o rtan t and re v e a lin g  i t  m ight be , th e  g en e tic  
approach to  V ich ian  thought amounts to  a ta sk  o f such g ig a n tic  
p ro p o r tio n s  a s  to  involve n o t only  a l l  the  d e t a i l s  o f h is  b io ­
graphy but a ls o  a  review  o f the  major s ta g e s  o f W estern p h i l ­
osophy from P la to  to  Vico h im se lf . 29
N onetheless i t  i s  alw ays e s s e n t ia l  to  be aware o f V ic o 's  'a u th o r s ' -  P la to ,
T a c itu s , F ra n c is  Bacon and Hugo G ro tiu s  -  whom he proposed to  have "ever
26. ib id . . p .1 9 1 . My re fe re n c e s  to  The New Science w i l l  be g iven  acco rd ing  
to  the  paragraph num bering o f  th e  B erg in  and F isch  e d i t io n  o f  1948. As 
th e re  i s  no re co g n ised  E n g lish  t r a n s la t io n  o f  many o f V ic o 's  works, 
q u o ta tio n s  from th o se  which a re  u n tra n s la te d  w i l l  be l e f t  in  the  o r ig in ­
a l  L a tin  o r I t a l i a n .
27. 'V ic o 's  New Science o f  H um anity ', Mind. 55, 1926, p p .59-60.
28. The Philosophy o f  G ia m b a ttis ta  V ico. New York, 1913» P*505*
29. 'P lu ra lism  and U n iv e rs a l i ty  in  V ic o 's  Scienza N uova', in  G iorgio 
T ag liacozzo , o p . c i t . . p.519»
Xb efo re  him in  m ed ita tio n  and w r i t in g " .  D esp ite  h is  expressed  ad m ira tio n  o f  
th e se  s c h o la rs , i t  i s  no t e n t i r e ly  c le a r  what he in tended  to  convey by adopt­
ing  them a s  ’h is  a u th o r s ’ , e sp e c ia l ly  th e  l a t t e r  two whom he f re q u e n tly  
c r i t i c i s e s  and who were added to  h is  l i s t  some tim e a f t e r  th e  form er two.
Vico e x p la in s  th a t  he adm ired P la to  and T a c itu s  fo r  the  fo llo w in g  reaso n :
. . .  T a c itu s  co n tem p la tes  man a s  he i s ,  P la to  a s  he should b e . And 
a s  P la to  w ith  h is  u n iv e rs a l  knowledge ex p lo re s  the  p a r t s  o f  n o b i l­
i t y  which c o n s t i tu te  th e  man o f  in t e l l e c t u a l  wisdom, so T a c itu s  
descends in to  a l l  th e  co u n se ls  o f  u t i l i t y  whereby, among th e  in ­
f i n i t e  i r r e g u la r  chances o f  m alice and fo r tu n e , the  man o f  p ra c t­
i c a l  wisdom b r in g s  th in g s  to  good is s u e .  Now V ic o 's  adm ira tio n  
o f  th e se  two g re a t a u th o rs  from t h i s  p o in t o f  view was a fo re ­
shadowing o f  th a t  p lan  on which he l a t e r  worked ou t an id e a l 
e te r n a l  h is to ry  to  be tra v e rs e d  by th e  u n iv e rs a l  h is to ry  o f  a l l  
t im e s . 31
So much, th e n , fo r  th e  in f lu e n c e  e x e rted  by P la to  and T a c itu s . The r o le  o f
Bacon and G ro tiu s  i s  l e s s  c e r t a in .  Vico admired Bacon fo r  h is  comprehensive
approach to  knowledge as  m an ife s t in  h i s  De argum entis sc ien tia ru m  w hile  he
lauded G ro tiu s  fo r  h is  system o f  u n iv e rs a l  law . T heir r o le  in  The New Science
52
however, seems to  be in s ig n i f i c a n t .
C aponigri has argued th a t  the  a s s o c ia t io n  o f a u th o rs  i s  s ig n if ic a n t
fo r  i t  p ro v id es  an in s ig h t  in to  th e  h is to r y  o f V ic o 's  own th o u g h t:
I t  in d ic a te s ,  in  an o b lique  manner, the  emergence o f th e  sp ecu l­
a t iv e  problem which w i l l  dominate h is  m ature th o u g h t . . .  35
Although t h i s  may be t ru e  o f  P la to , Bacon and G ro tiu s , i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to
d is c e rn  in  what way T a c itu s  c o n tr ib u te d  to  th e  fo rm ation  o f V ic o 's  sp e c u la tiv e
v iew s. Most o f h is  r e fe re n c e s  to  T a c itu s  a re  taken  from th e  Germania and
are  c i te d  p r in c ip a l ly  fo r  th e  purpose o f  i l l u s t r a t i n g  V ic o 's  view s on the
n a tu re  o f 'p r im i t iv e ' man. Hence i t  would appear th a t  f a r  from b e in g  a
A
sp e c u la tiv e  in s p i r a t io n ,  T a c itu s  assumed the  r o le  o f  a r e s e rv o i r  o f f a c tu a l  
d a ta .
5 0
30. The Autobiography, p.139*
31. i b i d . ,  p p .158-9.
32. In  The New Science th e re  a re  f iv e  r e fe re n c e s  to  Bacon, s ix te e n  to  G ro tiu s  
and f i f t y  s ix  to  bo th  T a c itu s  and P la to .
35* A. Robert C ap o n ig ri, Time and Id e a . London, 1955, P*19*
The many c r i t i c i s m s  which Vico b r in g s  to  b e a r , e s p e c ia l ly  on th e  method­
o lo g ic a l  approaches o f  P la to ,  Bacon and G ro tiu s , n o t only su p p o rts  th e  view 
th a t  T a c itu s  c o n tr ib u te d  l i t t l e  to  V ico’ s sp e c u la tiv e  approach, i t  a lso  
in d ic a te s  th a t  Vico d id  n o t b lin d ly  fo llow  ’h is  a u th o rs ’ . Indeed, i t  
d em onstra tes  th a t  h is  r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  them was a d i a l e c t i c a l  one; in  them 
he found system s which s tim u la te d  in  him th e  developm ent o f h is  own o r ig in a l  
v iew s. Whatever th e  r o le  o f V ico’ s fo u r m odels, he had p rim arily  to  fo rg e  
h is  own th o u g h t:
•••  th e  in flu en ce  o f  th e se  g en iu ses  d id  n o t d e te r  him from 
c r i t i c i z i n g  them very  th o ro u g h ly . S o l i ta r y ,  m a je s tic , 
m elancholy , he determ ined  to  be h im se lf; h im se lf  and none 
o th e r ,  34
xi.
54. Paul H azard, The European Mind (1680-1715),  London. 1955, P,412
CHAPTER I
VICO: HiEHISTORIAN. ANTHROPOLOGIST OH ’SUI GENERIS* ?
The View o f  P r e h is to r i a n s  and A n th ro p o lo g is ts
In  1968 a number o f  s c h o la r s  from d i f f e r e n t  p a r t s  o f  th e  w orld  g a th e re d  
to g e th e r  to  c e le b r a te  th e  t h i r d  c e n te n a ry  o f  V ico ’ s b i r t h .  The p u b l ic a t io n
1
t h a t  is s u e d  from t h i s  m ee tin g , G ia m b a ttis ta  Vico -  an I n te r n a t io n a l  Symposium, 
c o n ta in e d  some f o r ty  two p a p e rs , on ly  two o f  w hich w ere w r i t t e n  by s c h o la r s  
who w ere in  any way co n n ec ted  w ith  p r e h is to r y  o r  a n th ro p o lo g y . T h is  a t t i t u d e  
tow ard Vico i s  t y p i c a l .
2
Such a u t h o r i t a t i v e  w orks a s  Glyn D a n ie l ’ s A Hundred Y ears o f  A rchaeo logy .
3 4
The Id e a  o f  P r e h is to r y  and The O r ig in s  and Growth o f  A rchaeology f a i l  to  ment­
io n  V ico ’ s  name. In d eed , I  have n o t r e a d  any work by a  p ro fe s s io n a l  p re -
5
h i s t o r i a n  in  w hich r e f e r e n c e  was made to  Vico e x c e p t S . G ied io n ’ s The E te rn a l
P r e s e n t .  In  t h i s  p u b l i c a t io n ,  a  work w hich d e a ls  more s p e c i f i c a l l y  w ith  p re -
6
h i s t o r i c  a r t ,  G ied ion  w r i te s  o f  " th e  to w e rin g  f ig u r e  o f  G ia m b a ttis ta  V ico " .
The n a tu re  o f  th e  r e f e r e n c e ,  how ever, makes me s tro n g ly  su sp e c t t h a t  he h as  
n e v e r re a d  Vico h im s e lf .  What G iedion a t t r i b u t e s  to  The Most A ncien t Wisdom 
o f  th e  I t a l i a n s  shou ld  more p ro p e r ly ,  i t  seems to  me, be a s c r ib e d  to  The New 
S c ie n c e .
To a  l e s s e r  d e g re e , t h i s  n e g le c t  o f  Vico i s  a l s o  to  be seen  in  th e  
a n th ro p o lo g ic a l  l i t e r a t u r e .  An e x c e p tio n  to  th e  r u le  i s  David B idney , p ro ­
f e s s o r  o f  a n th ro p o lo g y  a t  th e  U n iv e rs ity  o f  In d ia n a , who r e f e r s  to  V ico ’ s
7
" p h ilo s o p h ic a l  a n th ro p o lo g y "  and a s s e r t s  t h a t
he jvicqj d ev o ted  h im se lf  e s p e c ia l ly  to  th e  s tudy  o f  Homer, w ith  
th e  aim o f  d e m o n s tra tin g  t h a t  th e  Homeric m yths can be u n d e rs to o d
1. G io rg io  T ag liac o zzo  ( e d . ) ,  B a ltim o re , 1969*
2 . London, 1950*
5• Harmondsw orth, 1964•
4 . Harm ondsworth, 1967*
5 . I t  co u ld  o f  c o u rse  be a rg u ed  th a t  G iedion  i s  n o t  a  p r o f e s s io n a l  p r e h is to r i a n
6 . The E te rn a l  P r e s e n t . New York, 1962, p p .85-86 .
7* ’V ico ’ s New S cience  o f  M y th ', in  G io rg io  T a g lia c o z z o , o p . c i t . .  p .2 7 2 .
2b e s t  from the  p e rsp ec tiv e  o f e th n o h is to ry  and th a t ,  i f  p roperly  
in te rp re te d ,  they  would provide the  key to  the  door to  the  
m y ste rie s  o f p r e h is to r ic  tim e s . 8
Such re c o g n itio n  by p ro fe s s io n a l a n th ro p o lo g is ts  i s ,  however, r a r e ,  and 
in  most works on th e  h is to ry  o f an thropology th e  tre a tm e n t o f  V ico, when he 
i s  m entioned, i s  u su a lly  q u ite  b r i e f  and in  most c a se s  h is  thought i s  p re s e n t­
ed in  inadequate  and o f te n  m islead ing  fa sh io n . The p u b lic a tio n s  o f Marvin 
H a rr is  and M argaret Hodgen d ea l b r ie f ly  w ith  Vico, r e f e r r in g  to  h is  p ro g ress­
io n is t  account o f s o c io -c u l tu ra l  change and how i t  i s  com plicated  by h is  n o t-
9
ion o f  c o r s i  and r i c o r s i . I t  would appear th a t  i f  Vico i s  connected o r
a s s o c ia te d  w ith  any th ing  o f i n t e r e s t ,  i t  i s  w ith  th e  n o tio n  o f r e c u r r in g  so c io -
10
c u l tu r a l  p a t te rn s ;  he i s  th e  man "who b e lie v ed  in  c y c le s ” .
A ty p ic a l  example o f t h i s  a t t i tu d e  can be found in  J .  S. S lo tk in 's  
R eadings in  E a rly  A nthropology. He in c lu d e s  no q u o ta tio n s  from Vico; S lo tk in  
m entions him bu t once and then  a s  an a f te r th o u g h t.  He i s  d isc u ss in g  seven­
te e n th -c e n tu ry  anthropology and rem arks th a t
Temple developed a c y c l ic a l  th eo ry  o f c u l tu r a l  dynamics, a s  d id  
Vico a cen tu ry  l a t e r .  11
A tt i tu d e s  such a s  t h i s  led  R obert C aponigri to  exclaim :
th e  d o c trin e  o f ’r ic o r s i*  i s ,  w ithou t doub t, the  most c e le b ra te d  
th e s i s  in  the  e n t i r e  V ichian th eo ry  o f h is to r y .  As i s  a p t to  be 
the  case w ith  such d o c tr in e s , i t  has a lso  been the  c e n tre  o f th e  
g re a te s t  o b s c u r ity , m isunderstand ing  and c o n tro v e rsy . 12
V ico, th e n , when he i s  reco g n ised  by a n th ro p o lo g is ts , i s  u su a lly  thought
o f  in  term s o f the  c o r s i  and r i c o r s i . a  p a r t  o f  th e  V ichian th e s i s  w hich, in
my o p in io n , i s  q u ite  m arginal to  h is  thought a s  a w hole. To conceive o f
him in  such term s i s  to  ignore most o f what he had to  say th a t  i s  re le v a n t
to  the  study o f very  a n c ie n t man.
8 . i b id . . p .259*
9. See Marvin H a r r is ,  The R ise  o f A n th ropo log ica l Theory.New York, 1970, 
p .2 7 . See a lso  M argaret T. Hodgen, E a rly  A nthropology in  th e  S ix tee n th  
and S eventeenth  C e n tu r ie s . P h ila d e lp h ia , 1964» P*496*
10. George De S a n ti l la n a , ’Vico and D e s c a r te s ',  O s i r i s . 9 , 1950, p.5^5» 
A c tu a lly , V ic o 's  " c y c le s” were s p i r a l s .  See Ch.V.
11. Readings in  E a rly  A nthropology. New York, 1965, p . 111.
12. Time and Id e a . London, 1953* P*130.
3V ico’ s  View and th a t  o f  h is  Commentators
C lose re a d in g  o f  The New Science h as convinced me th a t  t h i s  n e g le c t o f 
Vico by p re h is to r ia n s  and a n th ro p o lo g is ts  i s  to  be d ep lo red . In  t h i s  work, 
which ru n s  to  some fo u r hundred pages in  t r a n s la t io n ,  Vico devo tes alm ost 
h a l f  th e  volume to  an a n a ly s is  o f  th e  dynamics o f  a n c ie n t so c ie ty . He c la im s 
to  examine
th e  founders  o f the  n a t io n s , who must have preceded by more than  
a  thousand y e a rs  the  w r i t e r s 13wi t h  whom c r i t i c i s m  has so f a r  been 
occu p ied . 14
H is aim i s  th e re fo re  to  extend th e  reach  o f h is to ry  back in to  th e  rem ote p a s t ,  
to  th e  p e rio d  when w r it in g  was n o t in  u se , to  the  p r e l i t e r a t e  o r p r e h is to r ic  
p a s t :
now, s in ce  th e  human mind a t  th e  tim e we a re  c o n sid e rin g  had no t 
been re f in e d  by any a r t  o f w r i t i n g . . .  15
Vico most d e f in i te ly  thought th a t  he had c o n tr ib u te d  something toward
a knowledge and u n d ers tan d in g  o f what he c a l le d  " th e  obscure and fab u lo u s
p erio d s"  o f  h is to r y .  In  the  l a t t e r  p a r t  o f The New Science he s ta t e s :
th u s  pu re ly  by u n d e rs tan d in g , w ith o u t b e n e f i t  o f memory, which 
has n o th in g  to  go on where f a c t s  a re  n o t su p p lied  by the  sen se s , 
we seem to  have f i l l e d  in  th e  beg in n in g s  o f  u n iv e rs a l  h is to ry
both  in  A ncient Egypt and in  th e  E a s t . . .  16
V ic o 's  b e l i e f  th a t  he had c o n tr ib u te d  som ething o f  s ig n if ic a n c e  to  the
study o f  th e  rem ote p e rio d s  o f  h is to ry  has re c e iv e d  support from many o f  h is
com m entators. The f i r s t  o f n o te  i s  a  contem porary o f V ic o 's , John Le C le rc .
Commenting on V ic o 's  D i r i t to  U n iv e rsa le , a  work which Vico claim ed was a
d r a f t  o f The New S c ience . Le C lerc  say s:
in  b r i e f  compass he g iv e s  u s  th e  p r in c ip a l  e ra s  from the  deluge 
to  H a n n ib a l's  in v asio n  o f I t a l y ,  fo r  here  and th e re  throughout 
th e  book he d is c u s se s  v a r io u s  th in g s  which took p lace  in  th a t  
space o f tim e , and makes many p h ilo lo g ic a l  o b se rv a tio n s  on a
15* Homer, H erodotus and Livy fo r  example.
14. The New S cience , 143*
15. i b i d . .  699I
16. i b i d . ,  738.
4g re a t number o f  m a tte rs , c o r re c t in g  a q u a n tity  o f common e r r o r s  
which the  a b le s t  c r i t i c s  have passed  o v e r. 17
In  th e  absence o f  re c o g n itio n  by p re h is to r ia n s  and a n th ro p o lo g is ts  i t
has been p h ilo so p h e rs , h is to r ia n s  and p h ilo so p h e rs  o f h is to ry  who have
emphasised V ic o 's  s ig n if ic a n c e  a s  a p re h is to r ia n  and a n th ro p o lo g is t .  They
have made c la im s which, in  view o f th e  n e g le c t m an ifested  by p re h is to r ia n s
and a n th ro p o lo g is ts , can on ly  be c a l le d  m y s tify in g .
The h is to r io g ra p h e r , Sherman B. B arnes, b o ld ly  s t a t e s  th a t
Vico put coherence and meaning in  u n iv e rs a l  p re -h is to ry  and c la s s ­
ic a l  a n t iq u i ty .  H is b r i l l i a n t  achievem ent was founded on a  h ig h ly  
le a rn ed  com parative and e v o lu tio n a ry  a n a ly s is  o f e a r ly  languages, 
f a b le s ,  gods, poems, and law s. He used th e se  a s  sources from which 
to  re c o n s tru c t the  i n t e l l e c t u a l ,  p o l i t i c a l  and economic o u tlo o k s  
and e v o lu tio n  o f  e a r ly  man. 18
Harry Levin i s  ano ther sch o la r who em phasises th e  V ichian c o n tr ib u tio n  to  
p re h is to ry :
in  th e  m ythologies o f  p o e ts , he d isco v ered  a  symbolic reco rd  o f 
p re h is to ry . In  th e  e tym ologies o f  words he d isco v ered  the  lo s t  
wisdom o f the a n c ie n ts .  19
Emery Neff a ls o  rem arks on the  w orth o f  V ic o 's  a n a ly s is :
by p e n e tra tin g  in to  p re h is to ry , Vico gained p e rsp ec tiv e  on the  
course  o f hum anity. 20
Among o th e rs  to  emphasise V ic o 's  p reoccupation  w ith  a n c ie n t man i s
Paul Hazard who speaks o f him a s  p lung ing  in to  " th e  rem o test dep ths o f  a n t i -  
21
q u ity " . R. G. Collingwood n o te s  h is  (^Vico's) p e c u lia r  i n t e r e s t  in  " th e
22
h is to ry  o f remote and obscure p e r io d s " . L ancelo t Whyte w r i te s  o f V ic o 's
23
" sp e c u la tiv e  p ic tu re  o f th e  e a r l i e s t  h is to ry  o f  p r im itiv e  mankind" w hile
Edmund W ilson says o f The New S c ien ce :
h e re , b e fo re  th e  steady  ra y s  o f V ic o 's  in s ig h t  . . .  we see th e  
fo g s  th a t  obscure th e  h o rizo n s  o f th e  remote reach es  o f tim e 
re c ed e , th e  c lo u d -sh ap es  o f  legend l i f t .  24
17» Quoted by Vico in  The A utobiography. p .1o5 .
18. 'The Age o f  E n lig h ten m en t', in  M.A. F itzs im o n s e t a l .  ( e d s . ) ,  The Develop­
ment o f H is to rio g ra p h y , H a rrisb u rg , 1954, p*149»
19» James Jo y ce , London, 1947, P»101.
20. The P oetry  o f  H is to ry . New York, 1947, P»87.
21. The European Mind (1680-1715). London, 1953, P»414»
22. The Idea o f H is to ry . London, 1966, p.67»
23. The Unconscious b e fo re  F reud . New York, 1960, p .5 0 .
24» To the F in land  S ta t io n . London, n .d .  p.4 .
5The p o l i t i c a l  h is to r ia n ,  C. E. Vaughan, su g g es ts  th a t
Vico was the  f i r s t  to  reco g n ise  th a t  in  o ld  leg en d s , o ld  law s, 
o ld  custom s, a re  embalmed th e  p r im itiv e  h is to r y ,  th e  p rim itiv e  
ph ilosophy , th e  p r im itiv e  psychology o f  th e  r a c e , . .  25
Perhaps th e  most ex trag ag an t c laim  su g g es tin g  th a t  Vico i s  o f moment in  th e
sphere o f p re h is to ry  i s  th a t  o f  B enedetto  Croce:
i t  i s  a lso  worthy o f  remark th a t  he /vico7 g iv es  examples o f 
argum ents founded on te c h n ic a l o b se rv a tio n s  and le ad in g  to  
co n c lu s io n s  in  th e  sphere o f  p re h is to r ic  a rchaeo logy . 26
I t  would seem, th en , th a t  a lthough  Vico has been ignored by p re h is to r ia n s
th e re  a re  th o se  sch o la rs  who concede h i s  re lev an ce  to  p re h is to r ic  s tu d ie s .  The
testim ony o f  th ese  a u th o rs  make i t  very  s u rp r is in g  th a t  Vico does no t appear
in  any o f th e  h i s to r i e s  o f  th e  id ea  o f  p re h is to ry .
P h ilo so p h e rs , h is to r ia n s  and h is to r io g ra p h e rs  have been equally  i f  no t
more generous in  t h e i r  p ra is e  o f Vico a s  an a n th ro p o lo g is t .  " In  the  1720’ s " ,
claim  Stephen Toulmin and June G oodfie ld , in s ig h ts  such a s  V ic o 's
were n o t m erely o r ig i n a l ; they  were beyond th e  g rasp  o f  most o f 
V ic o 's  con tem p o raries . S tacked to g e th e r  in  th e  paragraphs o f  the  
S cienza Nuova. a s  in  th e  dark  and dusty  passages o f  some ov er­
stocked an tiq u e  shop, we can f in d  many o f th e  fundam ental axioms 
o f  tw e n tie th -c e n tu ry  an th ropo logy . 27
28
S im ila r ly , S tu a r t  Hampshire speaks o f  V ic o 's  "p h ilo so p h ic a l an th ropo logy",
s t r e s s in g  th a t  in  h i s  th e o r ie s  o f  myth and language he (Vico) a n t ic ip a te s
. . .  the  methods o f modern an th ropo logy , y e t an o th er science  o f 
which he can be reaso n ab ly  s a id  to  have w r i t te n  th e  f i r s t  
programme. 29
H is o r ig i n a l i t y  and re lev an ce  a s  an a n th ro p o lo g is t a re  a lso  s tre s s e d  by H. 
S tu a r t  Hughes:
indeed , one o f  V ic o 's  most f r u i t f u l  su g g es tio n s  fo r  subsequent 
s o c ia l  th eo ry  was h is  n o tio n  th a t  th e  mind o f  p r im itiv e  man, 
however odd i t  might appear a t  f i r s t  g lan ce , deserved more 
sym pathetic and d is c e rn in g  trea tm en t than  th e  p o l i te  d e n ig ra tio n  
th a t  was u su a l among h is  co n tem p o raries . In  t h i s  gu ise ,V ico
25» S tu d ie s  in  th e  H is to ry  o f P o l i t i c a l  Philosophy b e fo re  and a f t e r  R ousseau, 
V o l.1 , M anchester, 1925» P*229.
26.  The Philosophy o f G iam b attis ta  V ico. New York, 1913* P*162.
27.  The D iscovery o f Time, London, 1965* P*128.
28.  'V ico and Contemporary Philosophy o f  L anguage', in  G iorgio T ag liacozzo , 
o p . c i t . . p.475»
29.  'V ico and h is  New S c ie n c e ',  The L is te n e r . 7 A p r i l ,  1949* P*570.
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stan d s  a t  the  o r ig in  o f modern c u l tu r a l  an th ropo logy .
Bruce M azlish m ain ta in s  th a t  because o f h is  p io n eer work in  com parative 
mythology Vico
was a ls o ,  o f n e c e s s i ty ,  a fo reru n n e r o f  modern an th ro p o lo g y , w ith  
i t s  study o f p r im itiv e  c u l t u r e s . . .  31
32
Emery N eff c la im s th a t  Vico r iv a l l e d  '’H e rd e r 's  a n th ro p o lo g ic a l f l a i r ” w h ile
I s a ia h  B e r l in  su g g es ts  th a t  "an th ro p o lo g ic a l h is to r ic is m ” was V ic o 's  " b o ld e s t 
33
c o n tr ib u t io n ” . Enzo P acci c o n s id e rs  th a t
L e v i-S tra u ss , in  the  f i e l d  o f  s t r u c tu r a l  an th ropo logy , f r e q u e n tly  
makes us th in k  o f  Vico 34
and Edmund Leach b e lie v e s  th a t  in  c e r ta in  p a r ts  o f  The New Science
Vico i s  r e a l l y  concerned w ith  th e  same b a s ic  problem th a t  r e p e a t ­
edly  c o n fro n ts  th e  a n th ro p o lo g is t when he m eets w ith  to te ra ic  
phenomena. 35
Not only  i s  V ic o 's  prowess a s  an a n th ro p o lo g is t lauded , bu t so a lso  i s
th e  p io n ee rin g  n a tu re  o f h is  work. H. S tu a r t  Hughes i s  o f  th e  o p in io n  th a t
a n th ro p o lo g is ts  may w e ll c a l l  Vico the  f i r s t  p r a c t i t io n e r  o f  
t h e i r  c r a f t .  36
" I t  i s  s tra n g e  and s t i r r i n g " ,  says Edmund W ilson,
to  f in d  in  the  Scienza Nuova the  modern s o c io lo g ic a l and an th ro p o ­
lo g ic a l  mind waking amid the  d u s ts  o f  a  p ro v in c ia l school o f  
ju r i s p ru d e n c e . . .  37
The p io n ee rin g  work o f Vico i s  a lso  reco gn ised  by C. E. Vaughan who a s s e r t s  
th a t
the  sphere o f Vico . . .  i s  p r im itiv e  h is to r y  and legend . . .  he was 
a lso  th e  founder o f  com parative mythology, o f  a n th ro p o lo g y ...  38
When one c o n s id e rs  such assessm en ts i t  becomes obvious th a t  one i s  faced
30. 'V ico and Contemporary S o c ia l Theory and S o c ia l H is to r y ',  in  G iorgio  
T ag liacozzo , o p . c i t . . p.325*
31. The R idd le  o f  H is to ry . New York, 1966, p .3 3 .
32. o p . c i t . . p.84*
33* 'A no te  on V ico 'a  Concept o f  Knowledge', in  G iorgio T ag liacozzo , o p . c i t . . 
p*372. B e r lin  appears to  be u s in g  'h i s to r ic i s m ' in  th e  sense employed 
by Meinecke o r Croce, n o t th a t  employed by K arl Popper.
34« 'V ico , S tru c tu ra l ism , and th e  Phenom enological Encyclopedia o f  th e  
S c ie n c e s ',  in  ib id . ,  p.514«
35» 'V ico and L e v i-S tra u ss  on th e  O rig in s  o f H um anity ', in  ib id . . p . 313•
36. H is to ry  as  A rt and a s  S c ience . New York, 19^4* p*26.
37« ojD»c i^d>., p .4 .
38. o p . c i t . . p .206.
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with a dilemma. Is the neglect of Vico by British prehistorians and 
anthropologists justified and the claims of philosophers, historians and 
historiographers of that same tradition hopelessly mistaken? Or, is the 
verdict of the latter to be accepted and the neglect of the former to be 
deprecated? I am of the opinion that the prehistorians and anthropolog­
ists are guilty of neglect and shall try to demonstrate this in the remain­
der of this thesis.
Some Possible Reasons for the Neglect of Vico within the British Tradition
There are many reasons why British historians of prehistory and anthro­
pology would tend to ignore Vico. Perhaps the first of these is that, 
generally speaking, Vico is not a familiar figure to the English reader. 
Isaiah Berlin records that when he first went to Oxford in the late Twenties 
very few spoke of Vico. He considers that, at this time, no one except
39
R. G. Collingwood took a great interest in him. Apparently the situation
had not changed greatly by the Thirties for in 1935 H. P. Adams observed:
it is hardly suspected by ordinary, educated readers in this 
country/England! that, in a period of Italian history which 
they are accustomed unduly to despise, lived one of the most 
powerful thinkers and writers of modern Europe... 40
41Berlin suggests that it was not until after the Second World War that Brit­
ish scholars became really interested in Vico. Despite Berlin's claim 
there is reason to believe that some British scholars still remain quite
unfamiliar with Vico. Norman Hampson, for example, writing in 1968 refers
42
to him as a "Neapolitan priest", a remark which clearly betrays a super­
ficial knowledge of Vico.
39. 'Giambattista Vico’, The Listener. 28 September, 1972, p.391*
40. The Life and Writings of Giambattista Vico. London, 1935» P*9*
41. Robert Flint's work, Vico, published at Edinburgh in 1884 indicates that 
there were exceptions. It is interesting to note that The Autobiography 
was first translated into English in 1944* The New Science in 1948.
42. The Enlightenment. Harmondsworth, 1968, p.234* Although Vico had been 
invited to become a Theatine he declined. He eventually married and 
fathered at least four children. See Ch.III.
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T his  g en era l n e g le c t o f  Vico by B r i t i s h  s c h o la rs  i s  r e a d i ly  ex p la in ­
a b le  in  term s o f  the  B r i t i s h  p h ilo so p h ic a l ou tlook  which c o n tr a s ts  sh arp ly  
w ith  th a t  o f  V ico, Vico i s  d a rin g  -  c o n je c tu ra l  and im ag in a tiv e , r e ly in g  
h e av ily  on in tu i t i o n .  The B r i t i s h  t r a d i t i o n  d a tin g  from Locke, and 
p o ss ib ly  beyond, i s  somewhat d u l l  and c o n se rv a tiv e , r e ly in g  on an em p irica l 
and p o s i t i v i s t i c  approach , Vico dab b les  w ith  new and in to x ic a t in g  id eas  
th a t  a re  alm ost in ta n g ib le  and d i f f i c u l t  to  v e r i f y ;  the  B r i t i s h  t r a d i t i o n ,  
more sober in  approach, i n s i s t s  on r ig o ro u s  v e r i f i c a t i o n ,  on evidence th a t  
can be seen , touched and m easured. The approach o f Vico i s  th e re fo re  no t 
ak in  to  th a t  o f th e  B r i t i s h  t r a d i t i o n ,  B e r l in  e x p la in s  why Vico was no t 
a t t r a c t i v e  to  th e  B r i t i s h  in  th e  f i r s t  h a l f  o f th e  p re se n t cen tu ry :
th e  whole atm osphere was u n p ro p it io u s , because Vico was a 
ph ilo sopher o f h is to ry  and o f c u l tu r e ,  w hereas E nglish  
philosophy was th en  in  a  phase o f r i s i n g  em piricism  and 
u n h is to r ic a l  p o s it iv is m , 43
Perhaps an o th er f a c to r  acco u n tin g  fo r  V ico’ s n e g le c t was th a t  he
never founded a school o f th o u g h t. He rem ained an is o la te d  f ig u re  d u rin g  
44
h i s  l i f e  and e x e rc ise d  very  l i t t l e  in flu en c e  o u ts id e  I t a l y  u n t i l  h is  re p u t-
45
a tio n  was "alm ost s in g le -h an d ed ly "  e s ta b lis h e d  by M ich e le t, By t h i s  tim e ,
however, i t  was in  many ways too  l a t e :
l a t e r  th in k e rs  had expressed  much o f  what Vico had sa id  a t  the  
beg inn ing  o f th e  18th cen tu ry  more c le a r ly  and in c is iv e ly  than
he . , ,  46
I t  i s  to  th e se  a u th o rs , to  R ousseau, to  Moezer and to  Herder th a t  s c h o la rs  
a t t r i b u t e  id e a s  th a t  had been adumbrated and f i r s t  e la b o ra te d  by V ico,
C lo se ly  r e la te d  to  V ico’ s i s o la t io n ,  and perhaps th e  cause o f  i t ,  i s  
th e  f a c t  th a t  the  e a r ly  e ig h te e n th  cen tu ry  saw th e  trium ph o f L eibn iz  and 
Newton, These two g ia n ts  tend  to  dominate th e  p e rio d ; L eibniz in  a number
45* ’ G iam b attis ta  V ic o ',  p.391* See a lso  A. M omigliano, S tu d ie s  in  H istoriO ' 
g raphy . New York, 1966, p .229 .
44. See C h .I I I .
45* I s a ia h  B e r l in ,  ’G iam b attis ta  V ic o ', p,391*
46. i b id , , p ,392 .
9o f  f i e l d s  rang ing  from philosophy to  diplom acy w hile Newton was supreme in
th e  sphere o f  th e  n a tu ra l  s c ie n c e s , D uring V ico’ s day, w estern  Europe
was flu sh e d  w ith  the  optim ism  o f the  E n lig h ten m en t. The n a tu ra l  sc ie n c es
were in  th e  ascendancy and, what we would now c a l l  th e  h u m an ities, were 
47
in  "lim bo". For t h i s  very  reason  Vico was n o t heard  in  h is  own day and
fo r  long  a f te rw a rd s . When the  French and e s p e c ia l ly  the German sc h o la rs
r e h a b i l i t a t e d  h is to ry  in  th e  n in e te e n th  cen tu ry  they  came to  a p p re c ia te
48
Vico a s  one who had reached s im ila r  c o n c lu s io n s  a  cen tu ry  e a r l i e r .  Modern 
h i s t o r i c a l  s c h o la rsh ip  s t i l l  te n d s , however, to  reg a rd  i t s e l f  a s  h e ir  to  
th e  German sch o o l. Although B enedetto  Croce made g re a t p ro g ress  in  th e  
l a t e  n in e te e n th  and e a r ly  tw e n tie th  c e n tu r ie s  toward a  com plete r e h a b i l i t ­
a t io n  o f  V ico, he co n tin u es  to  rem ain a  shadowy f ig u re  w ith in  th e  B r i t i s h  
t r a d i t i o n .
Another f a c to r  c o n tr ib u tin g  to  V ico’ s n e g le c t i s  th e  o b sc u r ity  o f  h is  
w r i t in g s .  I s a ia h  B e r lin  a sk s : "why was Vico n o t read ?  Because he i s
49
v i r t u a l l y  u n read ab le" . The charge o f  o b sc u r ity  i s  one th a t  has been 
le v e l le d  a t  Vico ever s in ce  the  p u b lic a tio n  o f  th e  Be C o n stan tia  J u r is p ru d ­
en t i s . In  The Autobiography Vico comments on th e  re c e p tio n  o f th e  work:
. . .  Tit j s u f f e r e d  from no o th e r  re p ro o f  th an  th a t  o f be ing  
u n in t e l l i g ib l e .  50
I t  i s  a  re p ro o f  th a t  has la s te d  fo r  some two c e n tu r ie s  and one th a t  has
51
been le v e l le d  a t  The New Science w ith  monotonous r e g u la r i ty .
A fu r th e r  f a c to r  which could h e lp  ex p la in  B r i t i s h  p re h is to r ia n s
ig n o rin g  Vico i s  t h e i r  t r a d i t io n a l  i n s u l a r i t y .  S tu a r t  P ig g o tt c o n s id e rs
th a t  b e fo re  Gordon C h ild e ’s The Dawn o f European C iv i l i s a t io n  appeared in
52
England in  1925» B r i t i s h  p re h is to ry  was, a t  b e s t ,  " sad ly  p ro v in c ia l" .  He
47. See C h .I I .
48 . See R.G. Collingwood, o p . c i t . . p .7 1 .
49* ’G iam b attis ta  V ico’ , p .392 .
50. p . 158.
51. See Appendix A.
52. 'The Dawn: and an E p ilo g u e ',  A n tiq u ity , XXXII, 1958, p.75*
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goes on to  a s s e r t  th a t  because o f t h i s  in s u la r  c lim a te  many o f th e  European
53
id e a s  in tro d u ced  by C hilde were ’’n o t easy to  a c c e p t" . I  su sp ec t th a t  t h i s  
B r i t i s h  d i s t r u s t  o f ’fo r e ig n e r s ' can go a  long  way toward e x p la in in g  V ic o 's  
absence from the  i n t e r e s t s  o f B r i t i s h  p r e h is to r ia n s .
I  su sp ec t th a t  the  most t e l l i n g  reaso n  fo r  V ic o 's  absence from th e  
a n n a ls  o f p re h is to ry  i s  th e  f a c t  t h a t ,  d e sp ite  C ro c e 's  c la im s Vico was n o t 
an a rc h a e o lo g is t or perhaps b e t t e r ,  n o t an a n tiq u a r ia n . When B r i t i s h  p re ­
h is to r ia n s  look back to  t h e i r  sev en teen th - and e ig h te e n th -  cen tu ry  p ro to ­
ty p es  they  look to  p e r s o n a l i t ie s  such a s  Edward Lhwyd (1660-1708), Henry
54
Rowlands (1655-1723)» and W illiam  S tukeley  (1687-1765)« A ll th re e  were 
a n tiq u a r ia n s , fo r  the  most p a r t  in te r e s te d  in  f o s s i l s  and o th e r  p h y s ica l 
rem ains.
V ico, however, was no t an a n tiq u a r ia n  and in  no sense an a rc h a e o lo g is t .  
Momigliano c o r r e c t ly  observes th a t  " th e  a n tiq u a r ia n  movement o f th e  e ig h teen -
55
th  cen tu ry  passed him b y " . In  th e  whole o f The New Science th e re  i s  one,
p o ss ib ly  two argum ents th a t  cou ld  be in te rp re te d  a s  a rc h a e o lo g ic a l in  na tu re*
Vico argued th a t  one o f  the  c r i t e r i a  fo r  humanity was th e  p ra c t ic e  o f
human b u r ia l .  He a lso  contended th a t  humanity ( c i v i l i s a t i o n  o r  h is to ry )
f i r s t  began in  high p la c e s  (m ountaintops) where l ig h tn in g  was th e  most sp e c t-
56
a c u la r .  I f  t h i s  h y p o th esis  was to  be te n ab le  th en  th e  m a jo rity  o f  human 
rem ains should be found on the  m ountains n o t in  th e  v a l le y s  fo r  those  o f  the 
l a t t e r  would be l e f t  unburied  and so open to  d e s tru c t io n  w hile  th o se  o f  th e  
form er would be buried  and so p re se rv ed . Vico was o f  the  op in ion  th a t  th e  
a c tu a l  f in d s  supported h is  c a se :
. . .  enormous s k u l ls  and bones have been found and a re  s t i l l
53« ib id . ,  p .76.
54« See Glyn D an ie l, The O rig in s  and Growth o f  A rchaeology. Harmondsworth, 
1967, p p .38-47«
55. o p . c i t . . p .19.
56. See Ch.IX.
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found, g e n e ra lly  on m ountain tops, which i s  a  s tro n g  in d ic a t io n  
th a t  th e  b o d ie s  o f  the  impious g ia n ts  who were s c a t te re d  every­
where through the  v a l le y s  and the  p la in s  must have r o t te d  un­
b u rie d  and t h e i r  s k u l ls  and bones must have been swept in to  the  
sea by th e  r i v e r s  o r com pletely  worn away by th e  r a in s .  57
Perhaps a fu r th e r  example o f a  co n ten tio n  th a t  Vico su p p o rts  by a rc h ­
a e o lo g ic a l means i s  h is  b e l i e f  th a t  th e  men o f th e  very  a n c ie n t p a s t were 
o f  g ig a n tic  s t a tu r e .  A lthough he had e thnographic  in fo rm ation  on t h i s  
to p ic  he a p p ea ls  a lso  to  the  supposed a r t e f a c t s  o f th e se  p eo p le . He ta k e s  
up the  r a th e r  vague re fe re n c e  o f  S ueton ius to  the  extrem ely la rg e  weapons
58
which Augustus k ep t in  h i s  museum. Vico co n sid ered  th a t  th e  very s ize  o f
59
th e se  weapons in d ic a te d  th a t  t h e i r  u s e r s  must have been g ia n ts .
The d e f ic ie n c ie s  o f  bo th  argum ents a re  obvious bu t they  s t i l l  rem ain
some a ttem p t to  use m a te r ia l  c u ltu re  to  v e r ify  hypo theses. N onetheless,
they form an in s ig n i f ic a n t  p a r t  o f  V ic o 's  thought and do n o t in d ic a te  an
o r ig in a l  b reak through  fo r  a s  e a r ly  a s  the s ix te e n th  cen tu ry  sp e c u la tio n s
60
in v o lv in g  "bones” had become "most p e d e s tr ia n " . Such, th en , a re  th e  occas­
io n s  on which Vico comes c lo s e s t  to  u s in g  an a rc h a e o lo g ic a l argum ent. In  
my op in ion  they  sc a rc e ly  in d ic a te  a person whose prim ary concern i s  archaeo­
lo g ic a l  m a tte rs .
V ic o 's  Relevance to  P re h is to ry
I t  i s  f o r  t h i s  re a so n  th a t  Vico i s  om itted  from th e  l i s t s  o f p ioneer 
p re h is to r ia n s .  For m ost, th e  term  'p r e h is to r ia n ' deno tes the  same th in g  
a s  th e  phrase 'p r e h i s to r i c  a r c h a e o lo g is t '.  I t  i s  im possib le  to  be concern­
ed w ith  p re h is to ry  u n le s s  one i s  an a rc h a e o lo g is t .  But does t h i s  fo llow ? 
There i s  reaso n  to  suggest th a t  i t  does n o t .  Gordon C hilde has been
57. The New S cien ce . 529« Vico was aware o f the importance o f m aterial 
remains for  he makes i t  c lea r  e a r lie r  in  the work that the d is tr ib u tio n  
o f  ph ysical remains has "an important bearing" on h is  argument. See 
ib id . .  369 .
58. The Twelve C aesars. Harmondsworth, 1962, p .92 .
59* The New S cien ce . 372.
60. See D.C. A llen , 'The Degeneration o f Man and Renaissance Pessim ism ', 
S tu d ies in  P h ilo lo g y . 35» 1938, p .220.
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e x to lle d  as one o f the g rea test p reh istor ian s o f the tw entieth  century yet
he i s  not celebrated  as one o f  i t s  g rea test a rch a eo lo g ists . Indeed, h is
61
v ir tu e s  as an arch a eo lo g ist, or lack th ereo f, have been severely  a ttack ed .
I t  seems, then, that to be a p reh istorian  one need not n e c e ssa r ily  be an 
a rch aeo log ist; the one does not imply the o th er . The fa c t  th at p erso n a lit­
i e s  such as Lhwyd and Stukeley are c a lle d  antiquarians su ggests th at there 
i s  more to  prehistory than the gathering and measuring o f  ’ ston es and bones’ . 
To exclude Vico on the grounds that he was not an antiquarian seems somewhat 
i l l o g i c a l .
I f  preh istory  i s  not archaeology, what i s  i t ?  Ghilde has described  
i t  a s a d is c ip lin e  which
t r ie s  on the one hand to  prolong w ritten  h isto ry  backward beyond 
the o ld est l i t e r a r y  records, on the other to carry natural h is t ­
ory forward from the point where geology and palaeontology  
would leave i t .  62
I f  C hilde’ s d e f in it io n  i s  accepted Vico meets the c r ite r io n  s e t  down for  
being a p reh istorian  for he endeavoured to  'prolong w ritten  h isto ry  backward 
beyond the o ld e s t  lit e r a r y  record’ . .Antiquarians such as Lhwyd and Stukel­
ey are in the tra d itio n  for  which the la t t e r  part o f  C h ild e's  d e f in it io n  
c a te r s .
Prehistory  i s  a complex d is c ip lin e  o f  which the data rescued by arch­
a eo lo g ica l research i s  but a p art. The p reh istorian  a lso  has need o f con­
cep ts  for  the in terp reta tio n  o f t h is  data . The importance o f t h is  la t t e r  
aspect o f  prehistory cannot be too g rea tly  stressed  for  u n t il  recen tly  i t  
has been an area which B r it is h  p reh isto r ia n s , w ith the exception o f  Childe
63
and a few o th ers , have sadly n eg lected . I t  i s  in  the sphere o f  concepts 
and models that Vico i s  most re lev a n t.
Although m aterial cu ltu re  was not V ico 's  major concern, many o f h is  
statem ents are o f great s ig n ifica n ce  for the p reh istor ian . H is notion
61. See Stuart P ig g o tt, 'Vere Gordon C h ild e’ , Proceedings o f the B r it ish  
Academy, XLIV, 1958, p.308.
62. 'Changing Methods and Aims in P reh isto ry ’ , P .P .S . . 1, 1935* P*1*
63. J.G.D. Clark springs immediately to mind.
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that tools are but an extension of the body is an interesting cultural 
approach to technology:
the invention of this sort of weapon ^the speavj proceeded from 
a just idea of strength, as it were elongating the arm and thus 
using the body to ward off harm from the body: whereas the arms 
that are held close to the body belong rather to beasts. 64
He also argued that technologies evolved through several stages. This had 
occurred both in the case of agricultural tools and of weapons. Agricultur­
al implements had been made of wood before thry were fashioned from iron:
before the use of Iron was known, the share had to be made of 
a sharp piece of very hard wood, capable of breaking and turn­
ing the earth. 65
Similarly, the materials from which arms were fashioned had changed. Spears, 
for example,
before there were arms of iron, were simply poles with their 
ends burnt and then tapered to a point and given sharp edges 
to make them suitable for inflicting wounds. 66
Perhaps one of Vico’s most interesting arguments, and one that is 
relevant to the prehistorian, is his argument rejecting the notion that 
there was a golden (in the metallic sense) age. His conjectures are based 
on the hypothesis that the term ’gold’ only came to be applied to the metal 
by means of metaphor:
... when they called the ears of grain golden apples, these must 
have been the only gold in the world. For at that time metallic 
gold was still unmined, and they did not know how to extract it 
in crude masses, to say nothing of shining and burnishing it; 
nor indeed, when men still drank the water of springs, could the 
use of gold have been at all prized. It was only later, from the 
metal’s resemblance in colour to the most highly prized food of 
those times that it was metaphorically called gold. 67
It is not only particular statements or arguments of Vico’s that are
64. The Hew Science. 5 6 2 . It is interesting to compare this with a state- 
ment of Christopher Hawkes:
human techniques, logically speaking, differ from animal only 
in the use of extracorporeal limbs, namely tools, instead of 
corporeal ones only.
’Archaeological Theory and Method: Some Suggestions from the Old World’, 
American Anthropologist. 56» 1954» p.162.
65. The New Science. 167
66. ibid.. 562.
67. ibid.. 544.
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of significance - it is his entire approach. Vico’s genius was in the
sphere of the theoretical. The concepts and models he employed in his
investigation of remote antiquity were fundamentally a product of inspired
intuition. This does not imply that Vico was simply a poet or a mystic.
To verify his hypotheses he employed comparative material which he gleaned
68
from his reading of the classical authors and the travel literature.
69
Further fertile sources of information were children and peasants.
Vico’s most important sources of inspiration, however, were the myths, 
language and customs of the ancient classical societies. The important 
factor in his treatment of this body of literature was his utilization of 
it as artefactual material. In other words he treated myths, legends and 
language as "dumb relics" in much the same fashion as the prehistorian 
treats his archaeological finds - as sources of indirect cultural informat­
ion. Vico found that when he dealt with them in this fashion they reveal­
ed much of the society that produced them. Myths, customs and language 
were all human artefacts; tangible remains of a living functioning society:
... literature, just as much as tangible works of art, pots and 
pans, tools and weapons, is a social artifact. It comes into 
being, in whatever form it may take, because it is needed by 
contemporary society, fulfilling the psychological requirements 
of individuals and of the group. No one composed an epic, a 
lyric or a drama without a receptive audience in mind. The com­
poser or writer is himself a child of his age, and however in­
dividual his utterance it will reflect the cultural conditioning 
to which he has been subjected since birth. 70
It is evident that if Vico was not dealing primarily with material 
artefacts, he was treating of social products (sociofacts, mentifactsj 
which, if ’read’ with skill, told significantly more of their makers than 
they did at first glance. Vico’s reconstruction of the history of the 
"obscure ages" was a product of inferences from what were apparently silent 
remains. This knowledge, like that of the prehistoric archaeologist was 
indirect.
68. See Appendix B.
69. See Ch.V.
70. Stuart Piggott in H.C. Baldry, Ancient Greek Literature in its Living 
Context, London, 1968, p.7.
15
One o f  th e  most o u ts ta n d in g  f e a tu re s  o f  V ico’ s approach to  th e  remote
p a s t  i s  the  way in  which he makes i t  l i v e .  In  t h i s  he complemented, a s  i t
w ere, those  a n tiq u a r ia n s  who had l i t t l e  o r no a p p re c ia tio n  o f ,  no r sympathy
w ith , th e  men whose m a te r ia l p ro d u c ts  they  c o l le c te d .  Most a n tiq u a r ia n s
o f  V ico’ s day " n e i th e r  had nor conveyed a f e e l in g  fo r  the  an tiq u e  and the
71
p r im it iv e " . I t  was t h i s  s e n s i t i v i t y  th a t  Vico su p p lie d . Gordon C hilde
was o f  the  o p in io n  th a t  p re h is to ry  should no t be a  ca ta lo g u e  o f dead f o s s i l s .
He though t th a t  a rc h a e o lo g ic a l d a ta  should be viewed a s  " th e  e x p re ss io n s  o f
72
l iv in g  human s o c ie t i e s " .  Vico approached h is  d a ta  in  a  s im ila r  fa sh io n  and 
in  doing t h i s
he a p p re c ia te d  the  q u a l i t i e s  o f th e se  b a rb a ria n s  a s  had no o th e r  
p h ilo so p h er s in ce  th e  l a t e  c l a s s i c a l  w orld . In  the  study o f 
p r im itiv e s  . . .  Vico cap tu red  the  s p i r i t  o f  a world th a t  was a l i e n ,  
even re p u ls iv e  to  the  r a t io n a l  man o f  the  E nlightenm ent. 75
In th e  l ig h t  o f t h i s  d is c u s s io n , th e re  i s  a  good prima f a c ie  case  th a t
Vico i s  a  r e le v a n t  f ig u re  in  the  h is to ry  o f p re h is to ry  and an th ropo logy .
In  th e  fo llo w in g  c h a p te rs  o f t h i s  th e s i s  I  w i l l  examine in  d e t a i l  v a r io u s
a sp e c ts  o f  h is  c o n tr ib u t io n .
71. B enedetto  Croce, o p . c i t . . p.155*
72. P r e h is to r ic  Communities o f  the  B r i t i s h  I s l e s . Edinburgh, 1956, p.5*
75. Frank E . Manuel, The E ig h teen th  Century C onfron ts  the  Gods, Cambridge,
1959, p .154 .
GriAPTER II
VIGO AMD THE WESTERN HISTORICAL TRADITION
To the twentieth-century mind history and historians are commonplace. 
It is not generally realised, however, that the professional historian 
first appeared in the late nineteenth century and that the emergence of 
history as a scientific discipline, as a self-contained branch of know­
ledge with its own peculiar aims and methods of procedure, is a relatively 
recent phenomenon. Indeed, in the following argument, it is my aim to 
demonstrate the validity of Cassirer’s contention, namely, that Vico was 
the first to attempt to define the scope and limits of historical knowledge:
what we call "historical consciousness" is a very late product 
of human civilization. It is not to be found before the time 
of the great Greek historians. And even the Greek thinkers 
were still unable to offer a philosophical analysis of the 
specific form of historical thought. Such an analysis did not 
appear until the eighteenth century. The concept of history 
first reaches maturity in the work of Vico. 1
History: a Utilitarian Pursuit
Although the Greeks and Romans did engage in historical activity, 
they did not concern themselves with establishing historical knowledge on 
a firm epistemological foundation. They were interested in the events 
of the past, presuming that they could know them but not asking how it 
was that they could know a reality which apparently no longer existed.
In other words, the historians of the classical period concentrated on the 
events of the past, not on how they could know these events.
When classical historians did reflect on history, history as an 
intellectual pursuit as opposed to the events of the past, they were 
preoccupied with its alleged pragmatic value. Polybius offers an excell­
ent example of the Greek approach:
All historians, one may say without exception, and in no 
half-hearted manner, but making this the beginning and end 
of their labour, have impressed on us that the soundest 
education and training for a life of active politics is the
1. Ernst Cassirer, An Essay on Man. New Haven, 1951» P*172
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study  o f  H is to ry ,  and th a t  th e  s u r e s t  and indeed  th e  o n ly  
method o f  le a r n in g  how to  b e a r  b ra v e ly  th e  v i c i s s i t u d e s  
o f  f o r tu n e ,  i s  to  r e c a l l  th e  c a la m i t ie s  o f  o th e r s .  2
The same a t t i t u d e  i s  m a n ife s t by Roman h i s t o r i a n s .  L ivy , f o r  exam ple,
c o n s id e rs  t h a t
th e  s tudy  o f  h i s to r y  i s  th e  b e s t  m edicine f o r  a  s ic k  mind; 
f o r  in  h i s to r y  you have a  re c o rd  o f  th e  i n f i n i t e  v a r ie ty  
o f  human e x p e rie n c e  p la in ly  s e t  o u t f o r  a l l  to  se e ; and in  
t h a t  re c o rd  you can  f in d  fo r  y o u r s e l f  and your co u n try  b o th  
exam ples and w arn in g s; f in e  th in g s  to  ta k e  a s  m odels, base  
th in g s ,  r o t t e n  th ro u g h  and th ro u g h , to  a v o id . 3
T a c itu s  p ro p o ses  much th e  same id e a :
i t  i s  from  such s tu d ie s  ^ h is to ry ^  -  from  th e  ex p e rien ce  o f  
o th e r s  -  t h a t  most men le a r n  to  d i s t i n g u i s h  r i g h t  and 
wrong, ad v an tage  and d is a d v a n ta g e . Few can  t e l l  them a p a r t  
i n s t i n c t i v e l y .  4
In  th e  a t t i t u d e s  d is p la y e d  by th e s e  th r e e  a u th o rs  th e re  i s  no con­
c e p t io n  o f  h i s to r y  a s  a d i s c i p l i n e ,  w orthy o f  p u r s u i t  in  i t s  own r i g h t .  
H is to ry  i s  th e  e v e n ts  o f  th e  p a s t  and i t s  v a lu e  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  p ra g m a tic . 
The p a s t  i s  sim ply  a huge r e s e r v o i r  o f  e v e n ts  from w hich exam ples a re  
ta k en  to  d em o n stra te  a  p o in t  o f  m oral o r  p o l i t i c a l  a rgum en t. H is to ry
5
i s  "p h ilo so p h y  te a c h in g  by ex am p les" . L i t t l e  th o u g h t was g iv en  to  how
one co u ld  be c o n v e rsa n t w ith  th e s e  exam ples o r  why th e y  were exam ples
a t  a l l .  Thus b o n ag an ’s rem ark :
i f  S t .  A ugustine  had been  c o n fro n te d  w ith  a  c o n f l i c t  betw een 
th e  S c r ip tu r e s  and a  Greek o r  Roman h i s t o r i a n ,  he would 
u n doub ted ly  have r e fu s e d  to  ta k e  th e  h i s t o r i a n  s e r io u s ly .  No 
Greek p h ilo so p h e r  had ev e r c o n s id e re d  h is to r io g ra p h y  to  be a  
s c ie n c e :  A r i s t o t l e ’ s rem ark  t h a t  " p o e try  i s  a  more p h ilo s o p h ic ­
a l  and h ig h e r  th in g  th a n  h is to r y "  was t y p i c a l .  6
G e n e ra lly  sp eak in g , t h i s  a t t i t u d e  rem ained  p r e v a le n t  th ro u g h o u t th e
M iddle Ages and w e ll in to  th e  e ig h te e n th  c e n tu ry .  A lthough  th e  more
re p u ta b le  h i s to r i a n s  o f  t h i s  p e r io d  re c o g n ise d  th e  need  to  employ t r u s t -
2 . The H is to r ie s . I , 2 .
3 . T he .E arly  H isto ry  o f Rome. Harmondsworth, 1971» P»34»
4. The Annals o f  Im p e ria l Rome. Harmondsworth, 1962, p . 169.
5 . See George H. N adel, ’Philosophy o f H is to ry  b e fo re  H is to r ic ism ’ , 
H is to ry  and Theory. 3» 19^4, p.301»
6. A.&B. Lonagan, Philosophy o f  H is to ry . New York, 1965» P»5* See 
A r is to t l e ,  P o e t ic s . 1451^*
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w orthy so u rc e s  and s c h o la r s  such a s  Ibn  K haldun, G u ic c a rd in i,  Bacon and 
B odin d e l ib e r a te d  on th e  n a tu re  o f  h i s t o r y ,  l i t t l e  p ro g re s s  was made 
tow ard e s t a b l i s h in g  i t  on a  f irm  e p is te m o lo g ic a l  b a s i s .  I t  was s t i l l  
deemed an a n c i l l a r y  p u r s u i t  and i t s  prim e p u rpose  u t i l i t a r i a n .
The p rag m atic  approach  o f  s ix te e n th -a n d  s e v e n te e n th -c e n tu ry  h i s t o r ­
ia n s  i s  w e ll e x e m p lif ie d  in  Thomas B lu n d e rv i l le  who c o n s id e re d  th a t  
h i s to r y  i s  th e  handmaid o f  m oral s t u d i e s .  M o ra li ty ,  he sa y s ,
. . .  i s  p a r t ly  ta u g h t by th e  p h ilo s o p h e rs  in  g e n e r a l i  p r e c e p ts  
and r u l e s ,  b u t th e  h i s to r io g r a p h e r s  doe te a c h  i t  much more 
p la in ly e  by p a r t i c u l a r  exam ples and e x p e r ie n c e s .  7
The ’p o t e n t i a l ’ o f  h i s to r y  in  th e  m oral sp h ere  was a ls o  a p p re c ia te d  by
Jean  B odin :
t h i s ,  th e n , i s  th e  g r e a t e s t  b e n e f i t  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  books, t h a t  
some men, a t  l e a s t ,  can  be in c i t e d  to  v i r t u e  and o th e r s  can  
be f r ig h te n e d  away from v ic e .  8
Bodin a ls o  a s s e r te d  th e  u t i l i t y  o f  h i s to r y  in  th e  p o l i t i c a l  sp h e re ;
a  knowledge o f  i t  was e s s e n t i a l  f o r  th e  man engaged in  p u b lic  a f f a i r s :
. . .  f o r  a c q u i r in g  p rudence n o th in g  i s  more im p o rtan t o r  more 
e s s e n t i a l  th a n  h i s to r y  . . .  we judge  th a t  a t t e n t i o n  must be 
g iv e n  to  t h i s  s u b je c t ,  e s p e c ia l ly  by th o se  who do n o t le a d  a  
sec lu d ed  l i f e ,  b u t a re  in  touch  w ith  a s se m b lie s  and s o c i e t i e s  
o f  human b e in g s .  9
The p rag m atic  v a lu e  o f  h i s to r y  was a l s o  e x to l le d  by Thomas Hobbes. For
him, ’’th e  p r in c ip le  and p ro p e r work o f  h i s to r y ” was
to  i n s t r u c t  and enab le  men, by th e  know ledge o f  a c t io n s  p a s t ,  
to  b e a r  th e m se lv es  p ru d e n tly  in  th e  p re s e n t  and p ro v id e n t ly  
tow ard th e  f u tu r e .  10
F ra n c is  Bacon was a n o th e r  who em phasised  th a t  th e  main v a lu e  o f  h i s to r y  
was i t s  u t i l i t y :
th e  u se  and end o f  w hich woi’k /h is to ry ^  1 do n o t so much 
d e s ig n  fo r  c u r i o s i t y ,  o r  s a t i s f a c t i o n  o f  th o se  t h a t  a re  lo v e r s  
o f  le a r n in g ,  b u t c h i e f ly  fo r  a  more s e r io u s  and grave p u rp o se ; 
which i s  t h i s ,  in  a few w ords, t h a t  i t  w i l l  make le a rn e d  men
7 . Quoted by Max F is c h , The A utob iography  o f  G ia m b a tt is ta  V ico . New Y ork,
1944, pp.23-4.
8 . Method f o r  th e  Easy Com prehension o f  H is to r y . New Y ork,
9 . i b i d . . p . 1 7 .
10. Quoted by Max F is c h , o b . c i t . .  p .2 7 .
1969, P .9.
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wise in the use and administration of learning. 11
Perhaps the seventeenth-century attitude to history in western Europe is
best summed up in Le Moyne*s remark:
History is a sustained account of things that are true, out­
standing, and of public import, written, with ability, eloquence 
and judgement, for the instruction of princes and their subjects, 
and for the edification of the commonalty as a whole. 12
In view of such statements it seems reasonable to conclude that,
generally speaking, the seventeenth-century approach to history was a
utilitarian one. History, as "the truthful narration of deeds of long
,15ago", was a vast treasure house from which one could pluck maxims or 
examples that would guide one in one's daily activities. As such, history 
was essentially a means, not an end.
This utilitarian approach brought in its wake disastrous consequences. 
Since history was regarded as a means, it could be used for any need. It 
therefore could, and often did, become a prime weapon of propagandists.
The events of the past came to be conditioned by the end in view, not the 
argument by the events of the past. This tendency is manifest in Thomas 
Browne who suggested that the deeds of evil doers be removed from the 
historical record
for as they increase the hatred of vice in some, so doe they 
enlarge the theory of wickedness in all. 14
Thus there was the tendency for historians to become selective of
their evidence, but the criteria employed for these 'selections' were
propagandist. Among many historians eloquence and persuasion tended to
replace any quest there had been for truth. Lawrence Eachard, for example,
15wrote a history of England but refused to use "monkish records". Perhaps
11. The Works of Francis Bacon. Vol.II, London, 1825, p.102.
12. Quoted by Paul Hazard, The European Mind (l680—171b). London, 1953» P«32.
This concept of history is still a prevalent one in the twentieth century. 
15. Jean Bodin, op.cit.. p.28.
14* Pseudoxia Epidemica: or Enquiries into Commonly Presumed Truths. Menston, 
/164^  , 1972, p.385.
15* See Paul Hazard, op.cit.. p.33.
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the disregard for records and accuracy is best illustrated by the story
told of the French historian, Vertot. It is reported that he
had just finished writing his account of the siege of Malta 
when someone drew his attention to the existence of some highly 
important documents bearing on the subject. Vertot told him 
he was too late, he had finished his Siegel 16
The unfortunate state into which history had slipped as a result of 
its purported raison d'etre was highlighted by two phenomena: the discover­
ies that resulted from travel and exploration; and the rise of the natural 
sciences. By the seventeenth century Europeans had seen the wonders of 
Asia, Africa and America. An account of them, for those not fortunate
17
enough to actually experience them could be read in the ’travel literature’ 
that flourished in the aftermath of the voyages of discovery. The widen­
ing of horizons and the collection of new data that accompanied these events 
made it clear that many of the old verities were false. Consequently there 
was a call for a new approach. In 1636 Henri Brusson wrote:
The exploration of the globe having resulted in discoveries 
that have destroyed many of the data on which ancient phil­
osophy reposed, a new conception of things will inevitably 
be called for. 18
Perhaps the inadequacy of the historian's approach was highlighted 
to an even greater extent by the advance of the physical sciences. Their 
methods set new standards of precision and so brought the inaccurate and 
shoddy work of the historian into sharp relief. It came to be realised 
that religious and political factors determined many historical accounts
19
and ’’the natural conclusion was to distrust the whole tribe of historians". 
In the wake of this attitude there developed an aggressive historical 
Pyrrhonism represented by scholars such as Pierre Bayle and Gabriel 
Fontonelle.
The conception that history was pragmatic in purpose, therefore, had
16. loc.cit.
17. See Appendix B.
18. Quoted by Paul Hazard, op.cit.. p.8.
19. A. Momigliano, Studies in Historiography. New York, 1966, p.10.
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le d  to  i t s  u se , and e v e n tu a lly  c o r r u p t io n ,  "by p ro p a g a n d is ts .  Many h i s t o r i a n s
w ro te  t h e i r  a c c o u n ts  in  b ia se d  and in a c c u ra te  f a s h io n ,  d o in g  v io le n c e  t o ,  and
d is r e g a rd in g  t h e i r  so u rc e s . When t h i s  s t a t e  o f  a f f a i r s  was h ig h l ig h te d  by 
th e  knowledge ga in ed  from th e  voyages o f  d is c o v e ry  and th e  methods o f  th e  
p h y s ic a l  s c ie n c e s ,  h is to r y  came to  be re g a rd e d  in  s c e p t i c a l  f a s h io n .  When 
i t  was r e a l i s e d  th a t  i t s  accu racy  co u ld  n o t be depended upon th e re  came to  be
l e s s  p r a is e  fo r  i t s  u s e f u ln e s s .  The u t i l i t a r i a n  approach  was th u s  d e s t r u c t ­
iv e  o f  h i s t o r y .  As D e s c a r te s  o b se rv ed :
. . .  even th e  most f a i t h f u l  r e c o r d ,  a l th o u g h  i t  may n e i th e r  change 
th e  f a c t s ,  no r enhance t h e i r  v a lu e ,  in  o rd e r  to  make them more 
w orthy o f  b e in g  r e l a t e d ,  a t  l e a s t  a lw ays o m its  th e  l e a s t  d ig n i f ie d  
and th e  l e a s t  i l l u s t r i o u s  c irc u m s ta n c e s .  Thus, th e  r e s t  does n o t 
appear such a s  i t  r e a l l y  w as, and th o s e  who r e g u la te  t h e i r  behav­
io u r  by th e  exam ples th ey  d e r iv e  from  i t  a re  prone to  f a l l  in to  
th e  ex tra v a g a n c e s  t h a t  a f f l i c t  th e  P a la d in s  o f  our rom ances, and 
to  con ce iv e  d e s ig n s  t h a t  exceed  t h e i r  pow ers. 20
D e s c a r te s :  th e  E nd-P roduct o f  th e  U t i l i t a r i a n  A pproach
The u n h ea lth y  s t a t e  in to  which h i s to r y  had f a l l e n  was c r y s t a l l i s e d  in  
th e  p h ilo so p h y  o f  Rene D e s c a r te s .  H is p o s i t io n  was a  p ro d u c t o f  h i s t o r i c a l  
P yrrhonism  and , in  tu r n ,  h e lp ed  a c c e le r a te  i t .  The C a r te s ia n  a n a ly s i s  was 
in  many ways, a  q u e s t fo r  s e c u r i ty  t h a t  was o c c a s io n e d  by th e  breakdown o f  
th e  M edieval S y n th e s is .
In  a p e r io d  when s c e p tic is m  was r i f e  D e s c a r te s  s e t  o u t to  r e e s t a b l i s h  
a l l  knowledge on sound e p is te m o lo g ic a l fo u n d a tio n s  by em ploying a  p ro ced u re  
o f  sy s te m a tic  d o u b t:
Not t h a t  I  was im i ta t in g  th o se  s c e p t i c s  who doubt f o r  th e  sake 
o f  d o u b tin g  . . .  on th e  c o n t r a r y ,  my w hole o b je c t  was alw ays to  
ach iev e  c e r t a i n t y . . .  21
By em ploying t h i s  a p p a re n tly  c r i t i c a l  method he found th a t  th e re  was one th in g
th a t  he cou ld  n o t doubt -  h i s  own e x i s t e n c e .
But th e n , im m ed ia te ly , a s  I  s t ro v e  to  th in k  o f  e v e ry th in g  a s  
f a l s e ,  I  r e a l i z e d  t h a t ,  in  th e  v e ry  a c t  o f  th in k in g  e v e ry th in g  
f a l s e ,  I  was aw are o f  m yself a s  som eth ing  r e a l ;  and o b se rv in g
20 . Rene D e s c a r te s .  The D isco u rse  on Method and O th er W r it in g s . Harmondsworth.
I 960, p . 4 0 .
21 . i b i d . , p .5 8 .
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t h a t  th e  t r u t h :  I  th in k ,  th e r e f o r e  I  am, was so f irm  and so 
a s su re d  th a t  th e  most e x tra v a g a n t argum ents o f  th e  s c e p t ic s  were 
in c a p a b le  o f  sh ak in g  i t ,  I  concluded  th a t  1 m ight have no s c ru p le  
in  ta k in g  i t  a s  t h a t  f i r s t  p r in c ip le  o f  p h ilo so p h y  fo r  w hich I  
was lo o k in g . 22
When D e s c a r te s  r e f l e c t e d  on t h i s  ’t r u t h 1, he came to  th e  c o n c lu s io n
th a t  i t s  c e r t a i n t y  was g u a ra n te e d  by h i s  a b i l i t y  to  p e rc e iv e  i t  c l e a r l y  and
d i s t i n c t l y .  He th e r e f o r e  a s s e r te d  t h a t  th e  c r i t e r i o n  o f  knowledge was
23
c l a r i t y  and d i s t i n c tn e s s  o f  p e r c e p t io n .  The ro ad  to  knowledge la y  in
a s s e n t in g  o n ly  to  th o se  p r o p o s i t io n s  w hich were c l e a r ly  and d i s t i n c t l y  t r u e
and to  p ro ceed  by d e d u c tio n  from  th e s e  to  o th e r  t r u t h s .
Not u n ex p ec ted ly  he to o k  m a th em a tica l p r o p o s i t io n s  a s  th e  paradigm s
o f  c e r t a i n  know ledge. In  th e  w ords o f  I s a ia h  B e r l in ,  m athem atics w as, in
D e s c a r te s ' v iew , a  " lu c i d ,  r ig o r o u s ,  i r r e f u t a b l e "  d i s c i p l in e
in  w hich from  u n d e n ia b le  p rem ises  and by means o f  lo g ic a l  s te p s ,  
you a r r iv e  a t  c o n c lu s io n s  which a r e  e q u a lly  i n d e s t r u c t ib l e :  a 
m a g n if ic e n t s t r u c tu r e  o f  u n b re a k a b le , lum inous, r a t i o n a l  
a rg u m e n t. . .  24
In  th e  o p in io n  o f  D e s c a r te s  h i s to r y  d id  n o t compare v ery  fa v o u ra b ly . Were 
i t s  p ro p o s i t io n s  t r u e  by re a so n  o f  t h e i r  c l a r i t y  and d i s t i n c tn e s s ?  Did i t  
p roceed  from  sim ple to  more complex t r u t h s  by d e d u c tiv e  m ethods. O bviously  
i t  d id  n o t .
The p r o p o s i t io n s  o f  h i s to r y  th e r e f o r e  d id  n o t meet th e  c r i t e r i a  o f
knowledge l a i d  down by D e s c a r te s .  The h i s t o r i a n ’s c la im s  to  knowledge
were no t o n ly  v a in ;  th e y  co u ld  n o t be a n y th in g  e l s e  b u t v a in .  Knowledge
in  an h i s t o r i c a l  c o n te x t was th e r e f o r e  an im p o s s ib i l i ty .  The b e l i e f  t h a t
h is to r y  c o u ld  a s s i s t  one in  th e  r e g u la t io n  o f  o n e 's  d a i ly  a f f a i r s  was,
a c c o rd in g ly , a m istak en  o n e . The on ly  s e rv ic e  th a t  h i s to r y  cou ld  p ro v id e
was a c e r t a i n  b a la n c e  f o r  th e  mind:
I t  i s  good to  know som eth ing  abou t th e  m anners and custom s o f  
o th e r  n a t io n s  so t h a t  we may judge more san e ly  o f  our own, and
2 2 . i b i d . .  p . 6 l .
2 3 . i b i d . ,  p p .6 2 , 118.
2 4 . 'G ia m b a tt i s ta  V ic o ',  The L i s t e n e r . 28 Septem ber, 1972, p.393« See 
a ls o  Rene D e s c a r te s ,  o p . c i t . .  p .1 0 4 .
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may n o t th in k  th a t  w hatever i s  c o n tra ry  to  our own mode o f  
l i f e  i s  b o th  r id i c u lo u s  and u n re a so n a b le . 25
In  C a r te s ia n  c i r c l e s ,  th e r e f o r e ,  th e  s to c k s  o f  h is to r y  were a t  a  low
ebb . Not o n ly  was h i s to r y  c o n s id e re d  an in a c c u ra te  p u r s u i t ;  i t  was a ls o
deemed unw orthy o f  s e r io u s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  endeavour s in c e  i t  la ck ed  any v a l id
e p is te m o lo g ic a l fo u n d a tio n .
The Attempt a t  C r i t i c a l  H is to ry
D e sp ite  D e s c a r te s  and th e  o p in io n s  he em bodied, in d e ed , p e rh ap s in  
r e a c t io n  to  them , h i s t o r i c a l  a c t i v i t y  co n tin u e d  and a t  th e  end o f  th e
26
se v e n te e n th  c e n tu ry  a  ’r e n a is s a n c e ' o f  h i s t o r i c a l  t r e a t i s e s  swept E urope.
The o r ig in s  o f  t h i s  o c c u rre n c e  were g r e a t ly  c o n d itio n e d  by two phenomena 
w hich had o c c u rre d  ap p ro x im ate ly  one hundred y e a r s  b e fo re  th e  f l o r u i t  o f  
D e s c a r te s  -  th e  R efo rm atio n  and th e  r i s e  o f  n a t io n a l i s m .
F ra n c is  Bacon makes much o f  th e  e f f e c t  o f  th e  R efo rm ation  on h i s t o r i c ­
a l  s tu d ie s .
M artin  L u ther . . .  b e in g  no ways a id e d  by th e  o p in io n s  o f  h i s  
own tim e , was en fo rced  to  awake a l l  a n t iq u i t y ,  and to  c a l l  
fo rm er tim e s  to  h i s  su c c o u r, to  make p a r ty  a g a in s t  th e  p re s e n t  
t im e . 27
The c h a lle n g e  was a c c e p te d  by th e  s c h o la r s  o f  th e  C o u n te r-R efo rm atio n  and 
th e y  met th e  enemy on t h e i r  own ground -  h i s t o r y .
A s im i la r  s tim u lu s  was p ro v id ed  by th e  grow th o f  n a t io n a l  s t a t e s .
These s t a t e s  became in t e r e s te d  in  t h e i r  own o r ig i n s  and by em ploying 
s c h o la r s  to  r e s e a r c h  in to  them encouraged  a  new ou tg row th  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  
a c t iv i ty .T h u s  M ab illon  and M ontfaucon c o n t r ib u te d  n o ta b ly  to  F rench  h i s to r y ;
M u ra to ri was employed by th e  Duke o f  Modena and L e ib n iz  w as, f o r  f o r ty  y e a r s ,
28
h i s t o r i a n  to  th e  house o f  B runsw ick .
The se v e re  c r i t i c i s m ,  o f  which h i s to r y ,  lo n g  b e fo re  th e  tim e o f  
D e s c a r te s ,  had been a  r e c i p i e n t ,  i n c i t e d  some s c h o la r s  to  a tte m p t a more
2 5 . Rene D e s c a r te s ,  o p . c i t . .  p.40»
2 6 . See A. G rim a ld i, The Univer s a l  Huma n i ty  o f  Giambatt i s t a  V ico . New Y ork, 
1938, p .1 7 .
2 7 . o p . c i t . ,  pp .34-5*
2 8 . See Max F is c h ,  o p . c i t . , p .22
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critical approach. Max Fisch aptly expresses the situation:
it was an easy and inevitable step from criticism of history 
to historical criticism, and the latter was in fact a later 
phase of the same movement. 29
Consequently historians began to become more concerned with method. As
early as 1565 Jean Bodin asserted that if history was to be of any use
historians must pay more attention to method:
... I have been led to write this book, for I noticed that 
while there was a great abundance and supply of historians, 
yet no one has explained the art and the method of the sub­
ject. Many recklessly and incoherently confuse the accounts, 
and none derives any lessons therefrom. 30
One of the most important tasks confronting the historian was the
gathering of his sources. The work of collecting and editing manuscripts
was accelerated by the humanists who were assisted in their program by the
dissolution of the monasteries of northern Europe. According to Bacon it
was as a result of the Reformation that
... the ancient authors, both in divinity and in humanity, 
which had long time slept in libraries, began generally to 
be read and resolved. This by consequence did draw on a 
necessity of a more exquisite travail in the languages orig­
inal, wherein those authors did write, for the better under­
standing of those authors, and the better advantage of press­
ing and applying their words. 31
Scholars concentrated not only on source collection and the ancillary
skills associated with this task, they also advocated that records should
be interpreted in a critical fashion. Thus they emphasised that one
should not accept as true all that one read:
In order, then, that the truth of the matter may be gleaned 
from histories, not only in the choice of individual authors 
but also in reading them we must remember what Aristotle 
sagely said, that in reading history it is necessary not to 
believe too much or to disbelieve flatly. 32
29. ibid., p.30.
30. op.cit.. p.14.
31. Francis Bacon, op.cit.. p.35« It should be noted that not all ancient 
authors had slept in the Middle Ages. See C.H.Haskins, The Renaissance 
of the Twelfth Century. New York, i960, pp.224-7. Nor were Medieval 
scholars completely ignorant of foreign languages. Note, for example, 
William Moerbeke, celebrated thirteenth-century translator of Aristotle.
32. Jean Bodin, op.cit.. p.42.
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A s im i la r  su g g e s tio n  i s  to  be found in  Bacon who a d v is e s  a g a in s t  " a c c e p tin g
35
o r  a d m itt in g  th in g s  weakly a u th o r is e d  o r w a rra n te d " . Thomas Browne a ls o  
r e f l e c t s  th e  new em phasis on a  c r i t i c a l  ap p ro ach  s in c e  he d e c r ie s  an un­
h e a lth y  adherence  to  a u th o r i ty  w hich he b e l ie v e d  had p re v e n te d  th e  grow th 
o f  know ledge:
. . .  th e  m o r ta l l e s t  enemy un to  know ledge, and t h a t  w hich h as  
done th e  g r e a t e s t  ex e c u tio n  upon t r u t h ,  h a th  beene a  peremp­
to ry  ad h es io n  un to  A u t h o r i t y . . .  54
P erh ap s one o f  th e  more s ig n i f i c a n t  in d ic a t io n s  o f  th e  q u e s t f o r  a
35
more c r i t i c a l  h i s to r y  in  th e  se v e n te e n th  c e n tu ry  was th e  grow ing a p p r e c ia t ­
io n  o f  th e  v a lu e  o f  n o n - l i t e r a r y  e v id e n c e . The v a lu e  o f  t h i s  l a t t e r  ty p e  
o f  ev idence  was a p p re c ia te d  b o th  in  E ngland  and on th e  C o n tin e n t.  Thomas 
Browne, f o r  exam ple, a s s e r t s  t h a t
th e  t r e a s u r e s  o f  tim e l i e  h ig h , in  U rnes, Coynes, and Monuments, 
s c a rc e  below th e  r o o t s  o f  some v e g e ta b le s .  56
The u n d e r ly in g  c o n v ic tio n  o f  F ran cesco  B ia n c h in i ’ s La I s t o r i a  U n iv e rsa le
p ro v a ta  con monumenti e f i g u r a t a  con s im b o li d e g l i  a n t i c h i  (1697) was th a t
m a te r ia l  ev id en ce  p ro v id e s  a  f irm e r  b a s i s  f o r  h i s to r y  th a n  does l i t e r a r y
37
e v id e n c e . Momigliano goes so f a r  a s  to  c la im  th a t  a t  t h i s  tim e
i t  was assumed th a t  c h a r t e r s  and o th e r  p u b lic  s ta te m e n ts ,  c o in s ,  
in s c r i p t i o n s ,  and s t a tu e s  w ere b e t t e r  ev id en ce  th a n  l i t e r a r y  
s o u rc e s .  58
A lthough th e re  were a t te m p ts  a t  c r i t i c a l  h i s to r y  in  th e  se v e n te e n th
c e n tu ry , a c t i v i t y  in  t h i s  sp h e re  was c o n fin e d  e s s e n t i a l l y  to  th e  low er l e v e l ;
th e r e  was "a lm o st none in  th e  in v e n tio n  and t e s t i n g  o f  e x p la n a to ry  hypo-
39
th e s e s " .  B oth B odin and Bacon consigned  h i s to r y  to  th e  n o n - r a t io n a l  elem ent
40
o f  th e  m ind, th e  memory. They had no c o n c e p tio n  o f  th e  h i s to r i a n  a s  a
53» o p . c i t . .  p . 4 2 .
54 . o p . c i t . ,  p ,2 0 .
55* There had been  a p p r e c ia t io n  fo r  t h i s  ty p e  o f  ev idence  a s  f a r  back  a s
T hucydides b u t now th e  a p p r e c ia t io n  was a c c e le r a te d .  See The P e loponnes­
ia n  War. I ,  10. r -
5 6 . H y d r io ta p h ia . Cambridge U n iv e rs ity  P r e s s ,  [1658/ 1937» p .1 .
57 . See A. M om igliano, o p . c i t . .  p . 14 .
58 . i b i d . ,  p . 11.
59» Max F is c h ,  o p . c i t . .  p .51 *
40 . Jean  B od in , o p . c i t . .  p . 11 . F ra n c is  B acon, o p . c i t . .  p p .100-101.
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model builder, as one who constructs hypotheses and interprets 'facts' in
the light of these models. It is not surprising therefore that even the
best histories of the seventeenth century appear as "catalogues of atomistic 
41
erudition".
Pierre Bayle, for example, a prominent advocate of historical pyrr-
42
honism, "gloried in the systematic juxtaposition of unrelated facts". Even 
the greatest minds of the century contributed little to the elaboration of 
new historical concepts. Leibniz concentrated on the auxiliary sciences 
that helped establish historical accuracy, his contribution being to lower
43
criticism. His conception of history remained that of the old exemplar 
theorists:
The chief end of history, like that of poetry, is to teach 
prudence and virtue by examples, and to exhibit vice in such 
a way as to arouse aversion and lead to its avoidance. 44
It is evident that Leibniz's theory of history manifests little differ­
ence from that of Polybius. It is fundamentally the same approach as that 
of Bodin. Bodin's endeavours, however, had not been sufficient to prevent 
the onslaught of Descartes and so there is no reason to suggest that Leibniz's 
offering rendered the position of history any more secure. The inadequacy 
of the seventeenth century critical approach is therefore apparent. What 
was needed was something much more radical than lower level criticism; there 
was a need for an answer to Descartes, a justification of historical know­
ledge. Momigliano, while acknowledging the contribution of the seventeenth- 
century scholars, isolates their weakness:
what characterizes the writing of history in the late seventeenth 
and early eighteenth centuries is the large number of historians 
whose main concern was to ascertain the truth of each event by 
the best methods of research. They shared this preoccupation 
with the contemporary antiquarians whose methods, in fact, they 
often followed... Both aimed at factual truth, not at inter­
pretation of causes or examination of consequences ... thinking 
was not their profession. 45
41. A. Grimaldi, op.cit., p.18,
42. Max Fisch, op.cit., p.30.
43* See L. Spitz, 'The Significance of Leibniz for Historiography', Journal 
of the History of Ideas. 13, 1952, pp.334-5»
44. Quoted by Max Fisch, op.cit., p.2 3 .
45« op.cit.. pp.20-21.
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Remote A ntiqu ity
The a re a  in  w hich th e  inadequacy o f  th e  s e v e n te e n th -c e n tu ry  c r i t i c a l  
approach  to  h i s to r y  became e s p e c ia l ly  a p p a re n t was in  th e  sphere  o f  
• O r ig in s ' -  " h i s t o r i e s  w hich may by one common name be term ed th e  A n ti-
46
q u i t i e s  o f  th e  w o r ld " . In  t h i s  f i e l d  th e r e  ap p ea red  to  be an abundance 
o f  raw d a ta  b u t v e ry  l i t t l e  id e a  o f  how i t  co u ld  be u t i l i z e d .
The so u rc e s  whence h i s t o r i a n s  had drawn t h e i r  a c c o u n ts  o f  th e  'o r i g i n s  
o f  n a t io n s ' w ere th e  c l a s s i c a l  a u th o rs  and th e  b i b l e .  A lthough th e  l a t t e r
47
c o n tin u e d  to  e x e rc is e  i t s  t r a d i t i o n a l  p re -em in en t p o s i t i o n ,  by th e  seven­
te e n th  c e n tu ry  th e  acc o u n ts  o f  th e  fo rm er began to  be q u e s tio n e d . Thomas 
Browne p o in te d  o u t t h a t  th e  a n c ie n ts  had been  wrong in  many th in g s  and so 
th e r e  was no re a so n  u n c r i t i c a l l y  to  a c c e p t them on a n t i q u i t i e s :
H aving th u s  t o t a l l y  r e l i n q u i s h t  them in  some th in g s ,  i t  may 
n o t be p resum ptuous, to  examine them in  o th e r s ,  b u t s u re ly  
most u n reaso n ab le  to  ad h ere  to  them in  a l l ,  a s  though th ey  
were i n f a l l i b l e  o r  co u ld  n o t e r r  in  any way. 48
He r e je c te d  th e  o p in io n  t h a t  s in c e  th e  a n c ie n ts  were c lo s e r  in  tim e to  th e
p e r io d  in  q u e s tio n  they  were w e ll inform ed a s  to  th e  e v e n ts  o c c u r r in g
th e r e in :
And th e  f a r th e r  removed from  p re s e n t tim e s  a re  conce ived  to  
approach  n e a re r  un to  t r u t h  i t s e l f e .  Now hereby  me th in k s  we 
m a n ife s tly  d e lu d e  o u r s e lv e s ,  and w idely  w alk o u t o f  th e  
tr a c k e  o f  t r u t h ,  49
Not on ly  th e  v e r a c i ty  b u t a l s o  th e  scope o f  th e  c l a s s i c a l  r e c o rd s
was q u e s tio n e d . No system  o f  chronology  from  th e  C re a t io n  to  th e  T ro jan
War cou ld  be o b ta in e d  from  th e  G reeks:
th ey  had n o th in g  o ld e r  th a n  th e  T ro jan  h i s to r y ,  which T hucydides 
s a id  was fa b u lo u s  fo r  th e  most p a r t ,  and s in c e  Homer h im se lf  . . .  
f lo u r i s h e d  two hundred y e a rs  a f t e r  th e  T ro ja n  War1, i t  i s  n a tu r a l  
t h a t  th ey  r e p o r te d  common e r r o r s  and f a b le s  in s te a d  o f  t r u e  
h i s t o r y . 50
4 6 . F ran cis Bacon, o p . c i t . .  p .1 0 9 .
47 . See Jean  B od in , o p . c i t . .  p .2 9 1 . See a ls o  The Works o f  F ra n c is  B acon, 
V o l . I I l ,  London, 1825, p . i .
4 8 . Pseudoxia Epidemica; or E n q u iries in to  Commonly Presumed T ruths, p . 2 4 . 
49* ib id . .  p .2 0 .
50 . Jean  B odin , o p . c i t . ,  p .319*
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A similar view was entertained by Browne:
... the Heathens or histories of the Gentiles afford us slender 
satisfaction, nor can they relate any story, or affixe a 
probable point to its ^history^ beginning... $1
This paucity of the record was made more acute by the total absence
of any conceptual apparatus. There was plenty of raw material but very
little evidence. 1/tyths and fables, because of the lack of interpretative
concepts were considered useless. Pierre Bayle became convinced that the
52
ancients "lied as glibly and freely as we speak" while Gabriel Fontenelle
53
asserted that oracles were the product of "knavery". There was little if 
any notion that the history of remote antiquity could be reconstructed by 
inference, by observing the unconscious traces that ancient peoples had 
left behind:
... we must confesse, in matters of Antiquity, and such as are 
decided by History, if their Originals and first beginnings 
escape a due relation, they fall into great obscurities, and 
such as future Ages seldome reduce unto a resolution. 54
Browne’s thoughts were to be echoed by Dr. Johnson, who in the following
century asserted that "we can know no more than what old writers have told
55
us".
In view of the deficiency of both records and interpretative models
the attitude of scholars toward the history of remote antiquity became one
of scepticism and resignation. Francis Bacon concluded that the
... antiquities of the first age (except those we find in 
sacred writ) were buried in oblivion and silence... 56
Bacon’s attitude was almost one of despair:
As to the heathen antiquities of the world, it is vain to 
note them for deficient: deficient they are no doubt, consist­
ing most of fables and fragments; but the deficience cannot be 
holpen; for antiquity is like fame ... her head is muffled 
from our sight. 57
51. Pseudoxia Epidemica: or Enquiries into Commonly Presumed Truths, p.273*
52. See Paul Hazard, op.cit., p.106.
53* ibid., 164.
54. Thomas Browne, Pseudoxia Epidemica: or Enquiries into Commonly Presumed 
Truths, p.328.
55. See Glyn Daniel, The Three Ages, Cambridge University Press, 1943* P*8*
56. The Works of Francis Bacon, Vol.III, p.i.
57. ibid., Vol.II, p.109.
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The position in which Bacon and others found themselves with respect 
to the remote past could only be alleviated by the introduction of a new 
conceptual apparatus. They possessed many fragments of antiquity but 
because of their conceptual framework were unable to utilize them. Their 
position was somewhat similar to that of the nineteenth-century antiquarian, 
Nyerup:
everything which has come down to us from heathendom is wrapped 
in a thick fog; it belongs to a space of time which we cannot 
measure. 58
Vico’s Proposals for a Solution
It is evident that by the dawn of the eighteenth century there was a 
pressing need for historians to supply solutions to two important questions. 
The first consisted in the necessity of establishing the epistemological 
foundations of historical knowledge. No scholar had provided a satisfact­
ory answer to Descartes and so the epistemological claims of historians were 
still without justification. The critical approach to history that had been 
accelerated by the Cartesian attack had proved ineffective for not only did 
it not meet Descartes on a philosophical level, it also failed to generate 
interpretative concepts, the absolute necessity of which became obvious in 
the sphere of pre-classical history. This then was the second problem 
facing historians for without such concepts the investigation of remote 
antiquity was impossible.
It was these two problems that Vico confronted and purportedly solved. 
He met Descartes on his own ground and demonstrated the fallacious nature 
of the cogito. By elaborating a new epistemology he vindicated the histor-
59
ian's claims to knowledge. His solution to this general problem, i.e. how 
do historians know?, paved the way for his answer to the particular question, 
i.e. how can historians know the remote past? In other words, his new 
epistemology suggested to him a number of interpretative concepts and models
58. Quoted by Glyn Daniel, op.cit., p.7. Christian Thomsen was to alleviate 
Nyerup's problem by introducing the Three Age System.
59. See Ch.IV.
60
which were e s s e n t ia l ly  developm ental and dynamic in  n a tu re . These he c la im ­
ed when a p p lie d  to  th e  p ro d u c ts  o f  a n c ie n t peop les -  myths, language, law s, 
custom s -  would h e lp  th e  h i s to r ia n  shed g re a t l ig h t  on rem ote a n t iq u i ty .
Vico contended th a t  h i s  p red ecesso rs  had f a i l e d  in  th e i r  endeavours 
because they  were possessed  o f th e  " lo g ic  o f the  le a rn e d " . The many e r r o r s ,  
a b s u r d i t ie s  and im p o s s ib i l i t ie s  which appeared in  t h e i r  accounts o f th e  
’obscure a g es ' were a r e s u l t  o f  th e i r  v i t i a t i n g  t h e i r  d a ta  by th e i r  p re ju d ic e s , 
what Vico c a l le d  c o n c e its .
The c o n c e i ts ,  he a s s e r te d ,  flowed from c e r ta in  p ro p e r t ie s  o f th e  human
mind:
because o f th e  in d e f in i te  n a tu re  o f th e  human mind, w herever i t  
i s  lo s t  in  ig n o ran ce , man makes h im se lf th e  measure o f a l l  
th in g s . 61
I t  i s  t h i s  c h a r a c te r i s t i c  which le a d s  the  mind " to  b e lie v e  th a t  the  th in g s
62
i t  does n o t know a re  v a s t ly  g re a te r  than  in  f a c t  they a r e " .  These a re  the
f a c to r s ,  th e re fo re ,  which ex p la in  th e  growth o f  rumour and i t  i s  th e  l a t t e r
which i s  re sp o n s ib le  fo r  many e r r o r s :
in  th e  long  course  th a t  rumour has run  from the  beg inn ing  o f  the  
world i t  has been th e  p e re n n ia l source o f  a l l  th e  exaggerated  
o p in io n s  which have h i th e r to  been h e ld  concern ing  remote a n t i ­
q u i t i e s  unknown to  u s . . .  63
Vico a s s e r te d  th a t  a  second p ro p e rty  o f  the  human mind was th a t  o f 
judg ing  th e  c u l tu r a l  m a te r ia l o f  o th e r  s o c ie t i e s  by c r i t e r i a  th a t  only  prop­
e r ly  p e r ta in  to  one ' s own:
I t  i s  an o th er p ro p e rty  o f th e  human mind th a t  whenever men can 
form no idea  o f  d i s t a n t  and unknown th in g s , they  judge them by 
what i s  f a m il ia r  a t  hand. 64
According to  Vico t h i s  c h a r a c te r i s t i c  was re sp o n s ib le  fo r  many e r ro r s  th a t  
s c h o la rs  and indeed whole n a t io n s  had e n te r ta in e d  about the  beg inn ings o f 
humanity ( h is to r y ) ,  fo r  when th e  form er began to  examine the  remote p a s t ,  
i t  was on the  b a s is  o f  th e i r  own en ligh tenm en t, c u l t iv a te d  and
60. See Ch.V.
61 . The New S c ien ce . 120.
62. i b i d . .  48.
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magnificent times that they judged the origins of humanity, 
which must nevertheless by the nature of things have been 
small, crude and quite obscure. 65
It was Vico’s belief, therefore, that these two attributes of the
human mind had given rise to the "conceit of nations” and the "conceit of
scholars". Every nation, Vico asserted,
whether Greek or barbarian, has had the same conceit that it 
before all other nations invented the comforts of human life 
and that its remembered history goes back to the very beginn­
ing of the world. 66
Once this was realised, he argued, little credence could be given to the
67
extravagant claims of the Chaldeans, Scythians, Egyptians and Chinese.
The conceit of scholars consisted in their belief "that whatever they
68know is as old as the world". It was this assumption which had led them 
to attribute rare wisdom to the ancients. If one appreciated, however, 
that the myths and fables were the products of rude and unsophisticated men, 
one must reject
all the mystic meanings with which the Egyptian hieroglyphs are 
endowed by the scholars, and the philosophical allegories which 
they have read into the Greek fables. 69
It was Vico’s belief that these prejudices and assumptions had nullif­
ied historians’ attempts to produce an accurate account of the remote past. 
Any serious investigation of this latter period must therefore free itself 
of "the conceits". In view of this he emphasised the need for a radically 
new approach:
... we trust that we shall offend no man’s right if we often 
reason differently and at times in direct opposition to the 
opinions which have been held up to now concerning the beginnings 
of the humanity of the nations. 70
The new approach could neither rely solely on the historians nor the
philosophers for both had been victims of "the conceits". One could not
For an example of this procedure see Francis Bacon’s ’The 
Wisdom of the Ancients' in The Works of Francis Bacon. Vol.III.
70. The New Science, 118.
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ta k e  l i t e r a r y  re c o rd s  a t  t h e i r  fa c e  v a lu e  s in c e  they  had been in f l a t e d  
by proud p a t r i o t s  w h ile  th e  c o n c e p tu a l framework o f  th e  p h ilo so p h e rs  was
too  s t a t i c :
. . .  on th e  one hand th e  c o n c e it  o f  n a t io n s ,  each b e l ie v in g  
i t s e l f  to  have been  th e  f i r s t  in  th e  w orld , le a v e s  u s  no hope 
o f  g e t t in g  th e  p r in c i p le s  o f  ou r S c ien ce  from  th e  p h i lo lo g ia n s  
/ h i s t o r i a n s / .  And on th e  o th e r  hand th e  c o n c e it  o f  th e  
s c h o la r s ,  who w i l l  have i t  t h a t  what th ey  know must have been 
em in en tly  u n d e rs to o d  from th e  b e g in n in g  o f  th e  w orld , makes us 
d e s p a ir  o f  g e t t in g  them from  th e  p h i lo s o p h e r s .  71
V ic o ’ s s o lu t io n  in v o lv ed  a p p ly in g  th e  m ethod, w hich Bacon had e la b o r -
72
a te d  fo r  th e  n a tu r a l  s c ie n c e s ,  to  " th e  c i v i l  a f f a i r s  o f  m ankind". As Vico
u n d ers to o d  i t ,  t h i s  in v o lv ed  p ro c e e d in g  by means o f  h y p o th e s is  and v e r i f i c a t ­
io n . The d a ta  p ro v id ed  b o th  th e  s tim u lu s  f o r  th e  c o n s tr u c t io n  o f  an hypo­
th e s i s  and was a ls o  used  to  t e s t  th e  v a l i d i t y  o f  th a t  h y p o th e s is .  Such an 
app roach , Vico c o n s id e re d , im p lie d  th e  u n i f i c a t i o n  o f  p h ilo so p h y  and p h i l o l -
73
ogy in  a  s in g le  s c ie n c e  -  a  new s c ie n c e .  The p h i lo s o p h ic a l  elem ent c o n s i s t ­
ed in  e r e c t in g  h y p o th e se s ; th e  p h i lo lo g ic a l  e lem ent c o n s is te d  in  th e  v e r i f ­
i c a t io n  o f  th o se  h y p o th e se s :
These p h i lo lo g ic a l  p ro o fs  en ab le  u s  to  see  in  f a c t  th e  th in g s  
we have m e d ita te d  in  id e a  c o n c e rn in g  t h i s  w orld  o f  n a t io n s ,  in  
acco rd an ce  w ith  B a c o n 's  method o f  p h i lo s o p h iz in g . . .  Thus i t  i s  
t h a t  w ith  th e  h e lp  o f  th e  p re c e d in g  p h i lo s o p h ic a l  p ro o fs  /c o n ­
c e p t s ,  m odels/ , th e  p h i lo lo g ic a l  p ro o fs  /d a ta /  w hich fo llo w  
b o th  co n firm  t h e i r  own a u th o r i ty  by re a so n  and a t  th e  same tim e 
co n firm  re a so n  by t h e i r  a u t h o r i t y .  74
Vico re c o g n is e d , th e r e f o r e ,  t h a t  what was o f  prim e im portance was n o t 
th e  d isc o v e ry  o f  new d a ta  b u t th e  e la b o r a t io n  o f  c a te g o r ie s ,  h e u r i s t i c
d e v ic e s ,  w hich would o rg a n is e  and so h e lp  i n t e r p r e t  th e  d a ta  a lre a d y  in  
hand . In  t h i s  approach  th e  d a ta  p lay ed  a  d u a l r o l e  -  i t  was t h a t  which
75
was e x p la in e d  and t h a t  w hich d id  th e  e x p la in in g .  T h is  concep t was c r u c i a l
71 . i b i d . .  330.
72 . i b i d . ,  163.
73 . Vico d e f in e d  a s  p h i lo lo g ia n s  " a l l  th e  gram m arians, h i s t o r i a n s ,  c r i t i c s ,  
who have occup ied  th e m se lv es  w ith  th e  s tudy  o f  th e  lan g u ag es and deeds 
o f  p e o p le s : b o th  t h e i r  dom estic  a f f a i r s ,  such a s  custom s and law s, and 
t h e i r  e x te rn a l  a f f a i r s ,  such a s  w ars , p e a c e s , a l l i a n c e s ,  t r a v e l s  and 
com merce'', ib  i d . ,  139«
74 . i b i d . ,  359 .
75» See J .S ta n n a rd ,  ’The R ole o f  C a te g o r ie s  in  H is to r i c a l  E x p la n a tio n ’ , 
Jo u rn a l o f  P h ilo so p h y , 56 , 1959» P«436.
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f o r  i t  im p lied  t h a t  i f  a  s c h o la r  was s u f f i c i e n t l y  s k i l l e d  he co u ld  make
“ dumb r e l i c s ” sp eak . Vico a s s e r te d  t h a t  t h i s  method would red u ce  p h i l o l -
76
ogy to  a  s c ie n c e .
In  acco rd  w ith  h i s  argum ents c o n c e rn in g  ” th e  c o n c e i t s ” , Vico l a id
i t  down a s  an  axiom th a t  " d o c tr in e s  must ta k e  t h e i r  b e g in n in g  from th a t
77
o f  th e  m a tte r s  o f  which th e y  t r e a t ” . By t h i s  he meant t h a t  i f  one was 
to  u t i l i z e  f r u i t f u l l y  th e  a r t e f a c t s  o f  an a n c ie n t  s o c ie ty  one must commun­
ic a te  w ith  th e  m akers o f  th e se  o b je c t s .  I t  was on ly  by a d o p tin g  th e  o u t­
lo o k  o f  th e  men who made them th a t  th e  h i s to r i a n  co u ld  a p p r e c ia te  them fo r  
what they  w ere . I t  was fo r  t h i s  re a so n  th a t  Vico d ev o ted  a  s u b s t a n t i a l  
p a r t  o f  The New S cience to  th e  i s o l a t i o n  o f  th e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  th e  mind 
o f  e a r ly  man.
I t  fo l lo w s , th e r e f o r e ,  t h a t  i f  one i s  to  u n d e rs ta n d  The New S cience  
one must communicate w ith  V ico . T h is  in v o lv e s ,  a s  V ich ian  p r in c i p l e s  in ­
d i c a t e ,  some knowledge o f  th e  mind o f  th e  man who w ro te  The New S c ie n c e .
I t ,  to o , i s  th e  p ro d u c t o f  a  mind and so f u l l y  to  a p p r e c ia te  i t  one must 
a d o p t, a s  f a r  a s  p o s s ib le ,  th e  mind o f  V ico .
76 . The l\Tew S c ie n c e , 390»
77 . i b i d . .  3 1 4 .
CHAPTER 111
VICO AND HIS WORLD
One of Vico’s primary concerns in The New Science was to present an 
account of the history of the period from the time of the deluge to the 
age of Herodotus in Greece and the Second Punic War in Italy. The sources 
he employed were laws, customs and myths of the ancient classical societies. 
Vico considered that it was useless to attempt an understanding of these 
fragments of antiquity out of context, isolated from the peoples who made 
them. If these artefacts were approached as one would approach a seven­
teenth- or eighteenth-century creation they would and could only remain a 
meaningless mass, a jungle that was unintelligible and of little use to the 
historian. This, indeed, was the conclusion to which most of Vico's con­
temporaries and predecessors had come.
Vico argued that the fragments of antiquity should be viewed as the 
products of minds which operated in a fundamentally different fashion from 
the modern mind. He urged that if one proceeded to utilize this hypothesis, 
and discerned the nature of the mind which created these artefacts, they 
would become quite intelligible and shed great light on the history of the 
period during which they evolved.
To gain some insight into the nature of the mind of early man, the 
mind that had made these ancient myths, laws and customs, was, Vico records, 
no simple matter:
to discover the way in which this first human thinking arose 
in the gentile world, we encountered exasperating difficulties 
which nave cost us the research of a good twenty years. /We 
hadj to descend from these human and refined natures of ours 
to those quite wild and savage natures, which we cannot at all 
imagine and can apprehend only with great effort. 1
The problem that Vico faced was that of traversing cultural boundaries, 
a problem which becomes increasingly acute as the culture under consideration 
becomes more remote. Vico believed that it was the failure to appreciate 
cultural differences that explained the vast complexity of ridiculous, absurd,
1. The New Science, 338
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impossible and contradictory opinions that scholars entertained concerning 
the history of, what he called, the obscure ages. Ke therefore laid down 
as an axiom:
doctrines must take their beginning from that of the matters 
of which they treat. 2
It is clear that Vico considered that the artefacts of a people provided 
the only clue to their history. If these surviving remains were to be inter­
preted validly, however, it was necessary that the historian regard them much 
as their makers had. If this was not done the cultural objects would retain 
their secrets - they would remain unintelligible. Thus Vico urged that to 
understand the traces left by ancient man the historian must get inside his 
mind and virtually adopt his thought patterns.
The traversing of cultural boundaries, though difficult, was to Vico,
both possible and necessary. The difficulty and necessity have already been
mentioned. Despite the difficulty Vico believed that he did manage to
accomplish the task. In his efforts he was assisted by one very important
realisation: all artefacts of ancient man were human products. Although
ancient man was different from modern man he was still man. Thus Vico’s clue:
... in the night of thick darkness enveloping the earliest 
antiquity, so remote from ourselves, there shines the eternal 
and neverfailing light of a truth beyond all question: that 
the world of civil society ^historyj has certainly been made 
by men, and that its principles are therefore to be found with­
in the modifications of our own human mind. 3
The problem confronted by Vico is common to all historians seeking to 
say something significant about persons or events which existed or occurred 
in a culture that is geographically or chronologically removed from their own. 
It is a problem that anyone wishing to comprehend The New Science must face. 
Vico lived in a society that was very different from that of twentieth-century 
Australia. To do justice to Vichian thought, therefore, it is necessary to 
view Vico's writings in perspective - it is essential to cross the cultural 
boundary. Some knowledge of Vico and his environment is therefore imperative
2. ibid.. 314.
3. ibid., 331.
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fo r  a c c o rd in g  to  h i s  p r in c ip le  th e  one c lu e  t h a t  we have to  th e  ju n g le  t h a t
i s  The Mew S cience  i s  t h a t  Vico made i t :
in  th e  n ig h t o f  t h i c k  d a rk n e ss  en v e lo p in g  The New S c ie n c e , so 
rem ote from o u r s e lv e s ,  th e r e  s h in e s  th e  e t e r n a l  and n e v e r f a i l -  
in g  l i g h t  o f  a  t r u t h  beyond a l l  q u e s tio n :  t h a t  The New S cience  
h as  c e r t a in l y  been made by Vico and th a t  i t s  p r in c ip le s  a re  
th e re fo re --  to  be found w ith in  th e  m o d if ic a t io n s  o f  our own 
human m ind. 5
V ic o ’ s p r in c ip le  n e c e s s i t a t e s  some a t te m p t to  assume h i s  m ental fram e­
w ork. I  s h a l l  th e r e f o r e  keep h i s  maxim in  mind, b eg in  a t  th e  b e g in n in g , 
and a tte m p t to  abandon th e  tw e n t ie th - c e n tu ry  mind and ado p t V ico ’s .
4
The S o c ia l .  P o l i t i c a l .  Economic and I n t e l l e c t u a l  C lim ate  o f  V ic o 's  N aples
For th e  p u rp o ses  o f  t h i s  t h e s i s  th e  b e g in n in g  i s  a t  N ap les . What does
one say o f  N aples? In  h i s  work The European Mind (1680-1715) . P au l H azard
p r e s e n ts  an a p p re c ia t io n  o f  N aples w hich , I  b e l ie v e ,  i s  in d ic a t iv e  o f  th e
V ich ian  s ty l e  and one in  which Vico would have r e jo i c e d .
N ap les! th e  sun! what joy  to  be a l i v e !  Hark to  th e  sh o u tin g  
and th e  tu m u lt!  S ee , in  th e  n arro w , w ind ing  s t r e e t s ,  what 
swarms o f  p e o p le , th e  most m e rc u r ic a l  peop le in  th e  w orld! What 
v iv a c i ty !  What z e s t !  Where s h a l l  we f in d  t h e i r  l ik e ?  And 
how keen th e y  a re  to  l e a r n ,  to  im prove t h e i r  m inds! How an im ated  
th ey  a r e !  How e a g e r ly  th e y  c o n v e rse !  Look a t  t h e i r  a s s e m b lie s ,  
t h e i r  s a lo n s ,  where men, c a r r y in g  th e  burden  o f  profound le a r n in g  
w ith  g r a c e fu l  e a s e ,  d is c u s s  th e  v a r io u s  q u e s t io n s  th a t  engage th e  
a t t e n t i o n  o f  p h ilo so p h e rs  and men o f  s c ie n c e , c o n s id e r  th e  v a r io u s  
sch o o ls  o f  th o u g h t and w eigh th e  f a c t s .  At N ap les , which r e c e iv e s ,  
because  i t  a lw ays keeps i t s  ear’s open , th e  l a t e s t  t i d in g s  o f  a l l  
t h a t  i s  b e in g  s a id  and th o u g h t in  E u rope , a t  N ap les , th e  o ld ,  
o r i g i n a l ,  tu m u ltu o u s N ap les , w hich s ta n d s  f o r th  a s  th e  v e ry  embod­
im ent o f  fo rc e  and v i t a l i t y ,  th e re  was b o rn  in to  th e  w orld on th e  
23rd  June , 1668, a  c e r t a i n  G ia m b a tt is ta  V ico . 6
The fo rc e  and v i t a l i t y  t h a t  H azard a t t r i b u t e s  to  N e a p o li ta n s  in  g e n e ra l ap p ea rs
on every  page o f  The New S c ie n c e . I f  H a z a rd 's  d i s c r i p t i o n  i s  a c c u ra te  th e n ,
once one has re a d  The New S c ie n c e , one would be very  s u rp r is e d  i f  Vico were
n o t a  N e a p o li ta n .
The N aples in to  w hich Vico was b o rn , how ever, had fad ed  somewhat from  
i t s  form er g lo r y .  The days o f  F re d e r ic k  I I  o f  H ohenstaufen  and th e  I t a l i a n
4 . See Appendix A.
5 . See The New S c ie n c e , 331.
6 . iondon, 1953» p p .411-412 .
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R en a issan c e  w ere lo n g  gone and in  V ic o ’ s day i t  was th e  c o u n t r ie s  o f  n o r th ­
e rn  E urope t h a t  e x e rc is e d  p o l i t i c a l  and i n t e l l e c t u a l  hegemony.
F or th e  f i r s t  t h i r t y  two y e a rs  o f  V ic o ’s l i f e  N aples was a p o s se s s io n
o f  S p a in , was r u le d  by v ic e ro y s  and had been so f o r  more th a n  a  c e n tu ry  and 
7
a h a l f .  T hat th e  kingdom o f  N ap les , in  th e  l a t t e r  p a r t  o f  th e  s e v e n te e n th
8
c e n tu ry  "was b a d ly  governed and burdened  w ith  e x o r b i ta n t  ta x e s " ,  i s  w e ll 
a t t e s t e d  by con tem porary  o b s e rv e r s ,  b o th  n a t iv e  and f o r e ig n .  A f te r  h is  
v i s i t  to  N ap les in  1701 Joseph  A ddison w rote t h a t
9
. . .  th e  s u b je c t s  a re  m ise rab ly  h a ra s se d  and o p p ressed  . . .
10
He a l s o  commented on th e  "ex trem e p o v erty "  o f  th e  in h a b i ta n t s  and th e  econ-
11
omic d e g ra d a t io n  in  g e n e ra l .  A lthough P ie t r o  G iannone p assed  fa v o u ra b le
12 13 
judgm ent on C h a r le s  I I  and was f u l l  o f  p r a is e  fo r  D el C a rp io ’s re fo rm s  he
d id  rem ark  on th e  havoc w rought by th e  B a n d i t i ,  e s p e c ia l ly  d u r in g  th e
14 15
S i c i l i a n  War (1674 -1678), and on th e  heavy t a x a t io n .  B efo re  th e  re fo rm s
o f  D el C arp io  th e  s i t u a t i o n  in  N aples had been  c r i t i c a l :
Upon th e  M arquis o f  A s to rg a ’s A r r iv a l  in  N ap les , he found th e  
C ity  n o t o n ly  a f f l i c t e d  w ith  a  g r e a t  S c a r c i ty  o f  C orn, b u t 
q u i t e  ru in e d  by c o n t in u a l  C rim es, and e s p e c ia l ly  R obbery, which 
was com m itted in  a l l  C o rn e rs . 16
I f  th e  p o l i t i c a l  and s o c ia l  s i t u a t i o n  a t  N aples was f a r  from  h e a lth y
so toow as th e  econom ic. The emergence o f  th e  A t la n t ic  m aritim e powers
17
b ro u g h t econom ic r u in  to  I t a l y .  The co inage  was red u ced  to  " l e s s  th a n  th e
18
fo u r th  P a r t  o f  i t s  f i r s t  V alue" and c o u n t e r f e i t e r s  f lo u r i s h e d .  G iannone
7 .  A .A .G rim a ld i, The U n iv e rsa l Humanity o f  G ia m b a ttis ta  V ico . New Y ork,
1958, p .5 .
8 . l o c . c i t .
9 . The Works o f  th e  R ig h t H onourable Joseph A ddison . V o l . I ,  London, 1854, 
p .4 2 8 .
10. i b i d . ,  p .419«
11. i b i d . , p . 4 2 9 .
12. The C iv i l  H is to ry  o f  th e  Kingdom o f  N a p le s , V o l.2 , /N aples 1723/ London,
1731, P .8 3 5 .
13. i b i d . ,  p p .824-828 . Del C arp io  was v ic e ro y  a t  N aples from  1683 to  1687.
14. i b i d . .  p .8 1 8 .
15. i b i d . ,  p .8 0 8 .
16. i b i d . ,  p .8 0 7 .
17.  E .P .N o e th e r , Seeds o f  I t a l i a n  N a tio n a lism  1700 -1815 . New Y ork, 1951» P*16
18. P ie t r o  G iannone, o p . c i t . ,  p .8 0 7 .
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r e c o rd s  t h a t  g o ld sm ith s
a d u l te r a t e d  t h e i r  Work, by p u t t in g  more A llay  in  i t  th a n  th e  
Laws o f  th e  Kingdom a llo w , w hich proved  a g r e a t  H indrance to  
Commerce. 19
I t  i s  c l e a r  from  G ian n o n e 's  rem arks t h a t  N ap les in  th e  l a t t e r  p a r t  
o f  th e  s e v e n te e n th  c e n tu ry  was in  an unhappy s i t u a t i o n .  N oether sum m arises 
th e  s t a t e  o f  a f f a i r s :
m algoverned a t  home, ig n o red  a b ro a d , th e  mass o f  th e  peop le  
a c q u ire d  a  somewhat a p a th e t ic  o u tlo o k  on l i f e ,  g iv in g  to  t h i s  
c e n tu ry  a  sem blance o f  s ta g n a t io n .  20
The open ing  decad es  o f  th e  e ig h te e n th  c e n tu ry  in c re a se d  r a th e r  th a n
a l l e v i a t e d  N a p le s ' m is fo r tu n e s .  I n  1700 C h a r le s  I I  o f  Spain  d ie d , an ev en t
which p r e c i p i t a t e d  th e  S p an ish  War o f  S u c c e ss io n . C onsequen tly  fo r  some
t h i r t e e n  y e a r s  N aples became th e  scene o f  " in c e s s a n t  s t r i f e ,  c o n s p ira c y , and 
21
m is ru le " .  D e sp ite  th e  s e t t le m e n t made by th e  t r e a t y  o f  U tre c h t in  1713»
N aples w itn e sse d  t h i r t y  fo u r  y e a rs  o f  b i t t e r  s t r i f e ,  fo r  I t a l y  became
a  b a t t le g ro u n d  in  which F ra n c e , England and th e  em peror were 
engaged in  r e s i s t i n g  th e  a t te m p ts  o f  S pain  to  u p s e t th e  U tre c h t 
s e t t le m e n t  and r e s to r e  S p an ish  r u l e  in  th e  p e n in s u la .  22
Fr om 1713 to  1734 N aples was ru led  by A u str ia . According to  Giannone
23
the A u str ia n s were ju d ic io u s  and good r u le r s .  N aples, however, s t i l l  had 
her problems fo r  although some
a tte m p t was made to  improve economic c o n d i t io n s  . . .  l i t t l e  cou ld  
be done to  a l l e v i a t e  th e  p o v e r ty ,  d is e a s e  and la w le s s n e s s  t h a t  
had fo r  so lo n g  been endemic in  th e  Two S i c i l i e s .  24
In  1734» th e  Kingdom o f  N aples was conquered  by C h a rle s  I I I  o f  B ourbon.
25
C h a r le s ,  by most a c c o u n ts , proved  h im se lf  an e n lig h te n e d  r u l e r  who sought 
th e  good o f  th e  kingdom . By t h i s  tim e , how ever, V ic o 's  academ ic c a re e r  had 
ru n  i t s  c o u rse  and i t  was in  th e  r e ig n  o f  C h a r le s  t h a t  he d ie d .
D uring  V ic o 's  l i f e t i m e  N aples e x p e rie n c e d  a  c o n d i t io n  o f  economic and
19. i b i d . , p .8 1 8 .
20 . E .P . N o e th e r , o p . c i t . .  p . 19 .
2 1 . R o b e rt F l i n t ,  V ico . E d inbu rgh , 1884, p .9*
2 2 . D avid Ogg, Europe o f  th e  A ncien Regime 1713-1785. London, 19^7, p.235»
2 3 . o p . c i t . .  p .8 3 7 .
24 . D avid  Ogg, o p . c i t . . p .2 3 6 .
2 5 . See l o c , c i t .
39
p o l i t i c a l  d e p re s s io n .  Such a  s t a t e  o f  a f f a i r s  was n o t conducive  to  f i r s t -  
r a t e  i n t e l l e c t u a l  a c t i v i t y .  P erh ap s th e  g r e a t e s t  f a c to r  s t i f l i n g  i n t e l l e c t ­
u a l  endeavour, how ever, was th e  C hurch . At th e  tim e in  q u e s t io n ,  N ap les 
was a s tro n g  c e n tre  o f  th e  C o u n te r-R e fo rm a tio n . I t  w as, th e r e f o r e ,  sub -
26
je c t  to  th e  r e p r e s s iv e  m easures o f  T re n t ,  th e  J e s u i t s  and th e  I n q u i s i t i o n ,
27
o f  which th e r e  were th r e e  fo rm s. Not on ly  w ere fo r e ig n  s o ld ie r s  in  th e
28
c i t a d e l s ,  rem arks R o b ert F l i n t ,  th e  J e s u i t s  were in  th e  s c h o o ls .  For th e
29
l a t t e r ,  a l l  le a rn in g  was to  be h a rn e sse d  to  th e  " c h a r io t  o f  r e l i g i o n " .
Joseph  A ddison was amazed a t  th e  h o ld  r e l i g i o n  had in  N ap les:
I  must c o n fe s s ,  though  I  had l iv e d  above a  y ea r in  a Roman 
C a th o lic  c o u n try , I  was s u rp r is e d  to  see many cerem on ies and 
s u p e r s t i t i o n s  in  N ap les t h a t  a re  n o t so much a s  th o u g h t o f  in  
F ra n c e . JO
I t  was t h i s  s i t u a t i o n  t h a t  le d  I s a ia h  B e r l in  to  d e s c r ib e  N ap les a s  " c u l t u r -
31
a l l y  a  somewhat backw ard, and c e r t a i n l y  a  v e ry  th e o lo g ic a l ly  m inded, c i t y " .
One may conclude th e n ,  t h a t  th e  c l im a te  a t  N ap les in  th e  l a t e  s e v e n te e n th
and e a r ly  e ig h te e n th  c e n tu r ie s  was n o t conducive to  b o ld  and au d ac io u s
32
th in k in g .
R e s p ite  t h i s  u n p ro p it io u s  m il ie u ,  N aples was n o t co m p le te ly  b e r e f t
33
o f  s c h o la r ly  a c t i v i t y .  In d e e d , a  number o f  a u th o rs  su g g e s t t h a t  th e  l a t t e r
p a r t  o f th e  s e v e n te e n th  c e n tu ry  saw an i n t e l l e c t u a l  r e v iv a l  a t  N ap les; a
34
" c u l t u r a l  r is o rg im e n to " .a s  P a t r i c k  G ard in er c a l l s  i t .
The s ix te e n th ,  s e v e n te e n th  and f i r s t  h a l f  o f  th e  e ig h te e n th  c e n tu ry  
w itn e sse d  in  I t a l y  th e  b e g in n in g , developm ent, and c lim ax  o f  th e  q u a r r e l  
betw een th e  A n c ien ts  and M oderns. At f i r s t  th e  A n c ien ts  had alm ost com plete
26. A.A. G rim a ld i ,  o p . c i t . .  p p .6 -7 .
27. For d e t a i l s  see  H .P. Adams, The L i fe  and W r i t in g s  o f  G ia m b a t t i s ta  V ico . 
London, 1933» P*51•
28. o p . c i t . ,  p . 7 .
29. H .P. Adams, o p . c i t . .  p .1 9 .
3 0 . o p . c i t . .  p . 4 2 5 .
51. 'G ia m b a t t i s t a  V ic o ' ,  The L i s t e n e r . 28 Septem ber, 1972, p .3 9 2 .
32. For some d is c u s s io n  o f  th e  a c t i v i t y  o f  th e  I n q u i s i t i o n  a t  t h i s  tim e 
see Appendix A.
33. See E .P .  N oe ther ,  o p . c i t . ,  p p .48 -50 . A .A. G rim a ld i ,  o p . c i t . t p p .1 0 -1 3 .  
H .P. Adams, o p . c i t . ,  p .45» Max F is c h ,  The A utobiography o f  G ia m b a t t i s ta  
V ico . New York, 1944» PP»31-33»
34» T h e o r ie s  o f  H i s t o r y . G lencoe, i 960 , p.9«
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c o n t ro l  o f th e  u n i v e r s i t i e s  and used  a s  weapons th e  c i v i l  and e c c l e s i a s t i c a l
55
c e n s o r s h ip s .  As a  l a s t  r e s o r t  th ey  would c a l l  on th e  I n q u i s i t i o n .  The 
Moderns on th e  o th e r  hand had to  r e ly  on p a tro n a g e . Giannone r e c o rd s  how 
th e  Duke de Medina
encouraged L earn in g  and Learned Men to  a  g r e a t  D egree, a ssem b lin g  
them in  h i s  P a la c e , where w ith  v a s t  A tte n t io n  and C om plaisance , 
he h eard  t h e i r  d i f f e r e n t  C o m p o sitio n s . So th a t  th e  B e l le s  L e t t r e s ,  
w hich in  th e  p re c e d in g  Government had go t f o o t in g  among u s ,  became 
more f lo u r i s h in g  and were more f irm ly  e s ta b l i s h e d .  36
To c o n c e n tra te  t h e i r  r e s o u rc e s  th e  Moderns g a th e re d  to g e th e r  in  s o c i e t i e s  and
formed acad em ies. Thus i t  was t h a t  g roups such a s  th e  I n v e s t i g a n t i  and U n iti
57
f lo u r is h e d  in  th e  l a t e  s e v e n te e n th  c e n tu ry .  I n  th e s e  academ ies were to  be
58
found th e  " r e a l  p ro m o ters  o f  d isc o v e ry  and c r i t i c i s m "  and i t  was t h e i r  in ­
f lu e n c e ,  c la im s  F is c h , t h a t
sp read  th ro u g h  th e  c i t y  and r a i s e d  th e  av erag e  le v e l  o f  i t s  
c u l tu r e  to  a  h e ig h t u n e q u a lle d  b e fo re  o r s in c e .  39
D e sp ite  a l l  t h i s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  a c t i v i t y ,  th o u g h t a t  N ap les , even i f
40
F is c h ’s c la im  i s  g ra n te d , rem ained  b a s ic a l ly  e c l e c t i c  and u n e n te r p r is in g .
Vico h im se lf  su g g e s ts  t h a t  le a r n in g  in  th e  N aples o f  h i s  day was very  su p e r­
f i c i a l  and rem ark s, somewhat r e p r o a c h f u l ly ,  t h a t
. . .  in  th e  c i t y  t a s t e  in  l e t t e r s  changed every  two o r th r e e  y e a rs  
l i k e  s ty l e s  in  d r e s s .  41
In  1644 John M ilton  had w r i t t e n  o f  I t a l y :
n o th in g  had been  th e r e  w r i t t e n  now th e s e  many y e a rs  b u t f l a t t e r y  
and f u s t i a n . 42
The p o s i t io n  was somewhat s im i la r  in  th e  mid 1720’ s .  When Jean  Le C le rc ,  a 
B e lg ia n  s c h o la r  o f  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  s ta n d in g , w ro te  to  Vico in  a v e ry  e n th u s i a s t ic  
fa s h io n  abou t h i s  (V ico ’ s )  D i r i t t o  U n iv e rs a le , V ic o ’ s N e a p o lita n  c r i t i c s
35» See Max F is c h ,  ’The Academy o f  th e  I n v e s t i g a t o r s ’ , in  S c ien ce .M ed ic in e  
and H is to r y . London, 1955» P*521.
36 . o p . c i t . .  p . 831 .
37. P ie t r o  G iannone, o p . c i t . ,  p p .842 -3 .
38. H.P.Adams, o p . c i t . ,  p .45*
5 9 . The A utobiography o f  G ia m b a ttis ta  V ico , p.35.
40. See A J io b e r t  C a p o n ig r i, Time and Id e a . London, 1955» p p .14-15*
41. The A u to b io g rap h y , p . 135•
42 . Quoted by Max F is c h ,  'The Academy o f  th e  I n v e s t i g a t o r s ' ,  p .5 2 1 . M il to n 's  
rem ark s c a rc e ly  does j u s t i c e  to  T orquato  T a s s o 's  R is p o s ta .
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su g g es ted  i t  was j u s t  a  p r iv a te  com plim ent and th a t  Le G iere  would t r e a t  
th e  work h a rs h ly  when he rev iew ed  i t  in  h i s  jo u r n a l .  They co n s id e re d  
i t  im p o ss ib le
t h a t  a s  a r e s u l t  o f  t h i s  work o f  V ico ’ s Le C le rc  should  be 
w i l l in g  to  r e t r a c t  what he had been  sa y in g  fo r  n e a r ly  f i f t y  
y e a r s ,  nam ely th a t  I t a l y  produced no works t h a t  co u ld  s tan d  
com parison  f o r  w it o r  le a r n in g  w ith  th o se  p u b lish e d  in  th e  
r e s t  o f  E urope. 43
44
I n  s p i t e  o f  G ian n o n e 's  c la im s  f o r  th e  U n iv e rs ity  o f  N ap les I t a l y  was 
no lo n g e r in  th e  van  o f  E uropean th o u g h t; no lo n g e r  th e  le a d e r  b u t th e  im it ­
a t o r .  D e s c a r te s ,  S p in o za , L e ib n iz , Locke, B e rk e ley  and Newton a l l  came 
from  th e  N o rth . I t  was in  such an unprom ising  environm ent t h a t  Vico c a r r i e d  
ou t h i s  s c h o la r ly  a c t i v i t i e s .  H is i n t e l l e c t u a l  independence and in d iv id u a l ­
i t y  a re  th u s  h ig h l ig h te d  a g a in s t  a  m ediocre back d ro p .
V ico ’s Boyhood
V ic o ’ s l i f e  i t s e l f  f a l l s  r e a d i ly  in to  fo u r  p e r io d s .  The f i r s t  o f
th e s e ,  h i s  boyhood, e x te n d s  from  1668 to  1686 . He t e l l s  u s t h a t
h i s  f a th e r  was o f  a c h e e r fu l  d i s p o s i t i o n ,  h i s  m other o f  a 
q u i te  m elancholy  tem per; b o th  c o n t r ib u te d  to  th e  c h a ra c te r  
o f  t h e i r  c h i l d .  He was a  boy o f  h ig h  s p i r i t s  and im p a tie n t 
o f  r e s t . . .  45
I t  was und o u b ted ly  t h i s  ’ im p atien ce  o f  r e s t ’ t h a t  o cca sio n ed  h i s  f a l l  from  
th e  to p  o f  a la d d e r  w hich r e s u l t e d  in  h i s  f r a c t u r in g  h i s  s k u l l .  He con­
s id e re d  t h i s  to  be a  p r o v id e n t ia l  ev en t fo r
a s  a  r e s u l t  o f  t h i s  m ischance he grew up w ith  a  m elancholy  and 
i r r i t a b l e  tem peram ent such a s  b e lo n g s  to  men o f  in g e n u ity  and 
d e p th , who, th a n k s  to  th e  one , a re  q u ic k  a s  l ig h tn in g  in  p e r ­
c e p t io n ,  and th a n k s  to  th e  o th e r ,  ta k e  no p le a su re  in  v e rb a l  
c le v e rn e s s  o r  f a ls e h o o d . 46
H is s c h o o lin g  was a - t y p i c a l .  A lthough he im bibed th e  norm al amount
4 5 . The A u to b io g rap h y , p .1 5 9 -
44 . o p . c i t . ,  p .843«
4 5 . The A u to b io g rap h y , p .1 1 1 . I t  shou ld  be n o te d  th a t  Vico w ro te  h i s  
a u to b io g rap h y  in  th e  t h i r d  p e rso n .
46 . i b i d . ,  p . 111.
42.
47
o f  d e g e n e ra te  S c h o la s t ic ism  i t  a p p e a rs  t h a t  even a s  a  boy he was p o sse sse d
o f a  v e ry  independen t mind and s tro n g  w i l l  f o r  when he d ec id ed  i t  was a
w aste  o f  tim e a t te n d in g  a  c e r t a in  schoo l he l e f t  i t .  He d id  t h i s  on no
l e s s  th a n  fo u r  o c c a s io n s  and pursued  h i s  s tu d ie s  by h im s e lf .  He was n o t
one o f  th o se  to o  d o c i le  d i s c i p l e s  who meekly la p  up e v e ry th in g  
t h e i r  m a ste rs  t e l l  them . 48
49
In d eed , he was q u i te " im p a tie n t  o f  daw d ling  m ethods and p e d a n tic  m a ste rs"  f o r  
when he found th a t
50
in  V erde*s le s s o n s  o n ly  th e  memory was e x e rc is e d  and th e  
i n t e l l e c t  s u f fe re d  from  ly in g  i d l e ,  51
he d ec id ed  to  s tudy  Hermann V u lte iu s  and th e  c i v i l  i n s t i t u t e s  by h im s e lf .
Thus i t  was t h a t  Vico escaped  from  th e  no rm al, s t i l t e d  and burdensom e e d u c a t­
io n  th a t  was th e  common l o t  o f  most N e a p o lita n  b o y s . I t  was on acco u n t o f 
t h i s  i r r e g u l a r  s c h o o lin g , d i r e c te d  and c a r r i e d  o u t fo r  th e  most p a r t  by him­
s e l f ,  t h a t  V ico, in  l a t e r  l i f e ,  was known a s  " th e  a u to d id a c t " , a  t i t l e  o f
52
which he was q u i te  p ro u d .
55
As a boy Vico showed s ig n s  o f  b e in g  a  c h i ld  p rod ig y  and from  h i s  
e a r l i e s t  y e a rs  m a n ife s te d  g r e a t  en th u siasm  f o r  r e a d in g .  He r e c o u n ts  how
. . .  would s i t  down a t  h i s  desk  a t  n i g h t f a l l ;  and h i s  good 
m other, a f t e r  ro u s in g  from h e r  f i r s t  slum ber and t e l l i n g  
him fo r  p i t y ' s  sake to  go to  b ed , would o f te n  f in d  t h a t  he 
had s tu d ie d  u n t i l  d ay b reak . 54
4 7 . F ra n c is  Bacon h e ld  S c h o la s t ic is m  in  s c a n t  re g a rd :
T h is  k in d  o f d e g e n e ra te  le a r n in g  d id  c h ie f ly  r e ig n  amongst th e  sch o o l­
men; who h av in g  sh arp  and s tro n g  w i t s ,  and abundance o f  l e i s u r e ,  and 
sm all v a r i e ty  o f  r e a d in g ,  (b u t t h e i r  w its  b e in g  sh u t up in  th e  c e l l s  
o f  a few a u th o r s ,  c h i e f ly  A r i s to t l e  t h e i r  d i c t a t o r ,  a s  t h e i r  p e rso n s  
were sh u t up in  th e  c e l l s  o f  m o n a s te r ie s  and c o l l e g e s , )  and knowing 
l i t t l e  h i s to r y ,  e i t h e r  o f  n a tu re  o r  tim e , d id ,  o u t o f  no g r e a t  q u an t­
i t y  o f  m a tte r ,  and i n f i n i t e  a g i t a t i o n  o f  w i t ,  s p in  o u t un to  u s  th o se  
la b o r io u s  webs o f  le a r n in g ,  w hich a r e  e x ta n t  in  t h e i r  b o o k s .
The Works o f  F ra n c is  B acon. V o l .H ,  London, 1825, p p .3 8 -9 .
48 . P au l H azard , o p . c i t . ,  p .4 1 2 .
49» A. R o b ert C a p o n ig r i, o p . c i t . .  p.13*
5 0 . Bon F ran cesco  Verde was a  famous and p o p u la r  l e c tu r e r  in  law who was a t  
t h i s  tim e a t  th e  U n iv e rs ity  o f  N a p le s .
51 . The A u to b io g rap h y , p .116 .
5 2 . i b i d . ,  p . 136.
5 3 . i b i d . ,  p p .111- 112.
5 4 . i b i d . ,  p p .112- 113.
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V ic o 's  en th u siasm  le d  him to  b e g in  re a d in g  P a u lu s  V enetus b u t he found th e  
l a t t e r  beyond h i s  y o u th fu l m ind, a d is c o v e ry  w hich was th e  o c c a s io n  o f  
g r e a t  sorrow  and d e s p a i r .  Thus a t  th e  r a t h e r  p re c o c io u s  age o f  f o u r te e n
55
he abondoned h i s  fo rm al s tu d ie s .
T h is  r e t i r e m e n t  proved  to  be te m p o ra ry , how ever, fo r  a f t e r  some 
e ig h te e n  m onths,
j u s t  a s  a  h i g h - s p i r i t e d  h o rs e ,  lo n g  and w e ll t r a in e d  in  war 
and lo n g  a f te rw a rd s  l e t  ou t to  p a s tu re  a t  w i l l  in  th e  f i e l d s ,  
i f  he happens to  h e a r  th e  sound o f  a  trum pet f e e l s  a g a in  th e  
m a r t ia l  a p p e t i t e  r i s e  in  him and i s  eag e r to  be mounted by th e
c a v a lry  man and le d  in to  b a t t l e ;  so V ico , though he had wand­
e red  from  th e  s t r a i g h t  co u rse  o f  a  w e ll d i s c ip l in e d  e a r ly  y o u th , 
was soon sp u rre d  by h i s  g e n iu s  to  ta k e  up a g a in  th e  abandoned 
p a th , and s e t  o f f  a g a in  on h i s  way. j 6
S c h o la r ly  p u r s u i t s  rem ained  h i s  a l l  consum ing p a s s io n  fo r  th e  rem a in d e r o f
h i s  l i f e .  In d e e d , in  The A utob iography  V ico d e p ic ts  h im se lf  a s  an a lm ost
o n e-d im en sio n a l man. He r e c o rd s  how he en v ied  th o se  young men who had
57
a c c e ss  to  s t im u la t in g  i n t e l l e c t u a l  company. He r e c o u n ts  how he was " in f la m -
58
ed w ith  a d e s i r e  to  have know ledge1' o f  Rene D e s c a r te s ,  how
59he was s e iz e d  w ith  a  d e s i r e  to  s tudy  th e  L a t in  p o e ts .
H is o b se s s io n  and en th u siasm  fo r  th in g s  s c h o la r ly  i s  a ls o  ev idenced  by h i s
c o n s ta n t r e v is io n  o f ,  and a d d i t io n  t o ,  h i s  w orks. In d e e d , he su g g e s ts
th a t  a l l  h is  m ajor works were b u t a  developm ent and c l a r i f i c a t i o n  o f  one id e a ,
th e  id e a  which he f i r s t  co nce ived  and e la b o ra te d  in  con fu sed  f a s h io n  in  
60
The Study M ethods. For V ico , s c h o la r ly  a c t i v i t y  was a  way o f  l i f e .
A lthough he com pleted  no fo rm al c o u rse  in  le g a l  s tu d ie s  V ic o 's  en e rg ­
ie s  were f i r s t  e x e rc is e d  in  t h i s  sp h e re . H aving a p p lie d  fo r  ad m iss io n  to
th e  law c o u r ts ,  i t  happened by chance t h a t  a s u i t  was b ro u g h t a g a in s t  h i s
55. i b i d . ,  p . 113.
56. i b i d . , p p . 113-114.
57. i b i d . . p . 134. B e r tra n d  R u s s e l l  comments on t h i s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  i s o l a t i o n .  
I t  i s  u n fo r tu n a te  he s a y s , t h a t  Vico
n ever had th e  good fo r tu n e  o f  m ee tin g  o r c o rre sp o n d in g  w ith  a 
th in k e r  o f  h i s  own s t a t u r e .
Wisdom o f  th e  W est. London, 1959» p . 2 0 6 .
58. The A u to b io g rap h y , p .1 2 8 .
59. i b i d . , p . 120.
6° .  i b i d . ,  p .117 .
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f a t h e r .  Thus i t  was t h a t  in  1686, a t  th e  te n d e r  age o f  e ig h te e n , V ico ,
61
coached by V ecch io , p re p a re d  th e  case  and c a r r i e d  th e  v ic to r y  fo r  h i s  f a t h e r .  
T h is  v ic to r y  d id  n o t ,  a s  one m ight e x p e c t, lau n ch  him on a  l e g a l  c a r e e r .  
A lthough such a c a re e r  would have secu red  h i s  f in a n c ia l  p o s i t io n  he re c o rd s  
th a t  he
had an a rd e n t d e s i r e  f o r  l e i s u r e  to  c o n tin u e  h is  s tu d ie s ,  and 
h is  s p i r i t  f e l t  a  deep ab h o rren ce  fo r  th e  clam our o f  th e  law 
c o u r t s .  62
The S o jo u rn  a t  V a to l la
A f te r  th e  s u c c e s s fu l  d e fen se  o f  h i s  f a t h e r ,  th e r e f o r e ,  Vico rem ained
63
unem ployed, abandoning  h im se lf  " to  th e  most c o r ru p t s t y l e s  o f  modern p o e t ry " .  
W hile engaged in  t h i s  p u r s u i t  he chanced to  meet th e  b ish o p  o f  I s c h ia  who 
p ersuaded  him to  a c c e p t th e  p o s i t io n  o f  t u t o r  to  h i s  nephews a t  V a to l la .
Thus began th e  second phase  o f  V ico ’ s l i f e .  He sp en t n in e  y e a r s  (1686-1695 )  
a t  V a to l la  b e fo re  he r e tu rn e d  to  l i v e  perm anen tly  in  N ap les .
The V a to l la  in te r lu d e  was a  c r u c i a l  p e r io d  in  th e  i n t e l l e c t u a l  d ev e lo p ­
ment o f  th e  young V ico , C ap o n ig ri c la im s  th a t
. . .  w ith o u t th e se  y e a r s  a t  V a to l la  th e  S c ie n za  Nuova i s  in c o n ­
c e iv a b le ;  b o th  in  i t s  s t r e n g th  and pow er, and in  i t s  abundant 
d e f e c ts  and la p s e s ,  i t  i s  th e  f a i t h f u l  e x p re s s io n  o f  th e  form a 
m en tis  shaped d u r in g  t h i s  germ in a l p e r io d .  64
The so jo u rn  a t  V a to l la  se rv ed  two p u rp o se s . I t  p ro v id ed  f i n a n c i a l  su p p o rt
65
-  Don Domenico Rocca p roved  to  be "a  most k in d ly  Maecenas" -  and i t  p r e s e n t ­
ed th e  l e i s u r e  n e c e ssa ry  f o r  th e  p u r s u i t  o f  h i s  s tu d ie s .  In d eed , h i s  
om nivorous i n t e l l e c t u a l  a p p e t i t e  was g iv e n  f r e e  r e i n .  Vico immersed him­
s e l f  in  th e  h u m a n itie s , e s p e c ia l ly  in  th e  works o f  c l a s s i c a l  a u th o r s .  He 
devoured th e  L a tin  p o e ts ,  C ic e ro  and th e  Roman j u r i s t s ,  L u c re tiu s  and E p icu ru s  
th e  Greek and Roman p h ilo s o p h e r s ,  re a d  law s, canons and dogm atic th e o lo g y .
He d id  n o t p reoccupy h im se lf  s o le ly  w ith  a n c ie n t  a u th o rs  fo r  i t  was a t
6 1 . l o c . c i t .
6 2 . i b i d . ,  118.
6 3 . i b i d . ,  117 .
6 4 . o p . c i t . ,  p . 14 .
6 5 . The A u to b io g rap h y , p .119*
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V a to l la  t h a t  he became a c q u a in te d  w ith  John Locke and , th ro u g h  th e  p la g -
66
ia r is m s  o f  H en ri du Roy, th e  th o u g h t o f  D e s c a r te s .  I t  was a t  V a to l la  t h a t
Vico was p u rsu in g  o th e r  p h i lo s o p h ic a l  s tu d ie s  w hich were l a t e r  
to  e n te r  in to  d i a l e c t i c a l  c o n f l i c t  w ith  e lem en ts  o f  th e  new 
c u l tu r e 0 'and  was to  la y  th e  fo u n d a tio n s  o f  th e  v a s t ,  though 
l e s s  th a n  f la w le s s ,  e r u d i t io n  which was to  p ro v id e  th e  
’p h i l o l o g i c a l ’ d im ension  o f  th e  ’Hew S c ie n c e ’ . 68
P erh ap s one o f  th e  c h ie f  d e f e c ts  o f  The A utobiography i s  t h a t  Vico
e x a g g e ra te s  h i s  i s o l a t i o n  d u r in g  t h i s  p e r io d .  He r e f e r s  to  th e  tim e he
sp en t a t  V a to l la  a s  " h is  p e r io d  o f  s o l i t u d e ,  which la s t e d  a  good n in e
69
y e a r s " .  He g iv e s  th e  im p ressio n  th a t  he was co m p le te ly  o u t o f  touch  w ith  
a l l  i n t e l l e c t u a l  developm ents a t  N a p le s . T h is ,  how ever, i s  a lm ost c e r t a i n ­
ly  n o t t r u e .  The R o cca’ s had houses in  N ap les and P o r t i c i  and each y e a r
70
sp en t some tim e in  N ap le s . D uring t h i s  p e r io d  Vico m a tr ic u la te d  from
th e  U n iv e rs ity  School o f  Law (1689) and a l s o  to o k  h i s  L .L .D . a t  th e
U n iv e rs ity  o f  N aples ( 1694)« In  a d d i t io n  to  t h i s  he was e le c te d  to  th e
academy o f  th e  U n it i  in  1692. He th e r e f o r e  had ample o p p o r tu n i ty  to  be
co n v e rsa n t w ith  th e  new id e a s  p e r c o la t in g  in  N ap le s . Why th e n  does he
ex ag g e ra te  h i s  s o l i tu d e  d u r in g  t h i s  p e r io d  and a s s e r t  t h a t  i t  was a t  t h i s
71
tim e th a t  he began to  e la b o ra te  h i s  a n t i - C a r te s i a n  p o s i t io n ?
The f i r s t  p a r t  o f  The A utobiography was n o t p u b lish e d  t i l l  1725- By
t h i s  tim e V ic o ’s a t ta c k  on th e  C a r te s ia n  p o s i t io n  had re a c h e d  th e  p r o p o r t -
72
io n s  o f  a c ru s a d e ; he had become " th e  a n t i - C a r te s i a n  m a n ife s to " .  D e sc a r te s
75
i s  a t ta c k e d  th ro u g h o u t th e  work and th e  f a c t  t h a t  i t  i s  w r i t t e n  in  th e
th i r d  p e rso n  su g g e s ts  Vico was a t te m p t in g  to  c o u n te r -b a la n c e  th e  " I"  o f  th e
C a r te s ia n  " C o g ito " . V ic o ’ s a n t i - C a r te s i a n  p o s i t i o n ,  how ever, on ly  shows
s ig n s  o f  em erging in  1708. In d eed , th e  O ra tio n s  b e tra y  C a r te s ia n  sym path-
74
ie s  and an approach  th a t  i s  a n t i - h i s t o r i c a l .
6 6 . i b i d . ,  p p .119-152. V ico a t  f i r s t  th o u g h t t h a t  du Roy was D e s c a r te s ’ 
penname.
6 7 . At N ap le s .
6 8 . A. R o b e rt C a p o n ig r i,  o p . c i t . ,  p . l 6 .
6 9 . The A u to b io g rap h y , p .1 2 8 .
70 . See H .P . Adams, o p . c i t . ,  p .2 9 .
71 . See The A u to b io g rap h y , p .1 2 8 .
72 . G. De S a n t i l l a n a ,  'V ico  and D e s c a r te s ' ,  O s i r i s , 9 , 1950» p . 566 .
75« The A u to b io g rap h y , p p .1 1 5 , 122, 150, 158«
74« See ’O ra tio  I I I ' ,  Q pere, V I I I ,  p p .1 8 -2 8 .
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The anti-Cartesian bent that Vico ascribes to his Vatolla years is 
therefore a transference from his 1725 position. In the interim Vatolla 
had become a pilgrimage in the wilderness, the equivalent of Descartes’ so-
75
journ in Holland. Vico’s evaluation of his years at Vatolla has, it would 
appear, been coloured by later events.
The Professional Man
By 1695» when Vico again took up residence in Naples, Descartes had 
76
taken the city by storm. Although classical studies were in decline Vico
77
continued to study Latin and the humanities. Despite this the Cartesian 
position which he had adopted during his Vatolla years must have been rein­
forced. From 1695-^699 he had no steady employment but
78
lived in his native city not only a stranger but quite unknown.
Despite this claim we know that Vico did receive some recognition.
After being invited to become a Theatine, a vocation which he ’learnt’ was 
79 80 
not to be his, he contributed to the San Estevan collection. In 1697 be
composed the funeral oration for Caterina d'Aragona and in the same year 
suffered defeat for the position of town clerk.
In 1698 he entered the competition for the Chair of Rhetoric at the 
University of Naples and was successful. At first he had been unenthus­
iast ic about the venture but finally allowed himself to be swayed by the
81
persuasions of his friend, Don Nicola. It was to be his second and last
82
success in what one might call practical affairs. Although the chair 
carried with it only a meagre salary - one hundred ducats annually - it still 
enabled him to marry Teresa Caterina Destito in 1699» Thus opened the third 
phase of his life, that of the professional academic.
75» See Max Fisch, The Autobiography of Giambattista Vico, p.37*
76. The Autobiography, pp.132-3*
77. ibid., PP.133-154.
78. ibid., P.134.
79. ibid.. P.135.
80. San Estevan was the viceroy who was leaving Naples.
81. Vico's failure in 1697 bad sapped bis confidence.
82. His only other success was the defense of his father in 1686.
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As p ro fe s s o r  o f  r h e to r i c  Vico had to  p re s e n t  th e  in a u g u ra l l e c tu r e  
a t  th e  b e g in n in g  o f  each academ ic y e a r .  T h is  ta s k  gave him o c c a s io n  to  
ponder th e  p ed ag o g ica l methods o f  h i s  d a y . In  th e se  l e c tu r e s ,  g e n e r a l ly  
known a s  th e  O rat io n s , he developed  h i s  th o u g h t on pedagogy, and g e n e ra l ly  
sp e a k in g , n e i th e r  a t ta c k e d  n o r defended  th e  C a r te s ia n  ep is tem o lo g y .
The th o u g h ts  developed  in  th e se  l e c t u r e s  reac h ed  t h e i r  c lim ax  in  th e  
o r a t i o n  o f  1708, a  work w hich was p u b lish e d  under th e  t i t l e  o f  On th e  Study 
M ethods o f  our Tim e. In  t h i s  work V ic o 's  a n t i - C a r te s i a n  b ia s  and in d iv id ­
u a l  id e a s  began to  em erge. He h im se lf  c o n s id e re d  i t  an im p o rtan t p u b l i c ­
a t io n  f o r  in  h i s  view
i t s  argum ent i s  in  f a c t  a  f i r s t  d r a f t  o f  what he l a t e r  w orked 
ou t in  h i s  The One P r in c ip le  o f  U n iv e rsa l Law, w ith  i t s  
appendix  The C o n s is ten c y  o f  th e  J u r i s p r u d e n t . 83
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The He A n tiq u iss im a  ap p ea red  in  1710. The f u l l  t i t l e  o f  t h i s  work 
i s  q u i te  m is le a d in g  fo r  i t  had l i t t l e  to  say o f  th e  a n c ie n t  I t a l i a n s  b u t 
was r a th e r  an  e p is te m o lo g ic a l t r e a t i s e  c o n ta in in g  a  f u l l  blown c r i t i q u e  o f  
th e  C a r te s ia n  th e o ry  o f  know ledge. In  i t  Vico s p e l t  o u t in  g r e a te r  d e t a i l  
some o f  th e  im p lic a t io n s  o f  The S tudy M ethods and e la b o ra te d  h i s  own much 
c e le b r a te d  e p is te m o lo g ic a l p r i n c i p l e s .
H uring  th e  decade 1710-1720 he c o n tin u e d  to  re a d  w idely  and came to
adm ire above a l l ,  T a c i tu s ,  P la to ,  Bacon and Hugo G ro tiu s ;  he produced no
m ajor w orks how ever. In  1720 th e  He Uno ap p ea red  and was fo llo w ed  in  1721
by th e  He C o n s ta n t ia  J u r i s p r u d e n t i s . The l a t t e r  i s  in  f a c t  an append ix  to
th e  form er and so th e  two w orks a re  o f te n  r e f e r r e d  to  c o l l e c t i v e l y  a s  th e
B i r i t t o  U n iv e r s a le . I t  was t h i s  work w hich o cca sio n ed  th e  comment o f  Le C le rc i
in  b r i e f  com pass he g iv e s  us th e  p r in c ip le  e r a s  from  th e  d e lu g e  
to  H a n n ib a l 's  in v a s io n  o f  I t a l y ,  fo r  h e re  and th e r e  th ro u g h o u t 
th e  book he d is c u s s e s  v a r io u s  th in g s  which to o k  p la c e  in  t h a t  
space o f  t im e , and makes many p h i lo lo g ic a l  / h i s t o r i c a l /  o b s e rv a t­
io n s  on a  g r e a t  number o f  m a t te r s ,  c o r r e c t in g  a q u a n t i ty  o f  
common e r r o r s  w hich th e  a b l e s t  c r i t i c s  have p assed  o v e r .  85
In  t h i s  work Vico had s e t  ou t to  red u ce  p h ilo lo g y  ( h i s to r y )  to  s c i e n t -
83 . The A u to b io g rap h y , p . 146.
84 . He A n tiq u iss im a  I ta lo ru m  S a p ie n t ia  ex L inguae L a tin ae  O r ig in ib u s  L ru e n ö a .
85 . Quoted in  The A u to b io g rap h y , p . 165.
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i f i c  p r i n c i p l e s .  I t  evoked i t s  f a i r  sh a re  o f c r i t i c i s m  from h i s  N eapol­
i t a n  c o lle a g u e s  b u t in  h i s  o p in io n  none o f  t h e i r
o b je c t io n s  underm ined th e  system  i t s e l f ;  th e y  had to  do w ith  
sm all d e t a i l s ,  and fo r  th e  most p a r t  th e y  d e r iv e d  from  o ld  
o p in io n s  a g a in s t  w hich th e  system  had been  d e s ig n e d . 86
As i s  o f te n  th e  ca se  w ith  an ex trem ely  r a d i c a l  work, V ic o ’s I) in  i t  to  Un iv e r  -
s a le  was incom p reh en sib le  to  th e  c r i t i c s .  They re a d  i t  w ith  a l l  t h e i r  o ld
p re ju d ic e s  and so n a tu r a l ly  pronounced i t  o b sc u re . Not s u r p r i s in g ly  Vico
observed  th a t
th e  work s u f f e r e d  no o th e r  r e p ro o f  th a n  th a t  o f  b e in g  
u n i n t e l l i g i b l e .  87
In  1723 Vico e n te re d  th e  c o m p e tit io n  fo r  th e  m orning c h a i r  o f  law .
I t  c a r r i e d  w ith  i t  an an n u a l s t ip e n d  o f  s ix  hundred d u c a ts ,  s u f f i c i e n t  to  hav<
a l l e v i a t e d  h i s  c h ro n ic  p o v e r ty .  Vico was very  c o n f id e n t abo u t h i s  ch an ces
f o r  h i s  hopes r e s t e d  on h i s  p u b l i c a t io n s ,  h i s  s e n io r i ty  in  th e  u n iv e r s i ty
and h i s  s c h o la r s h ip  in  g e n e r a l .  On h i s  own ad m issio n  he was n o t a  man o f
88
s p i r i t  when i t  came to  p r a c t i c a l  a f f a i r s .  in  h i s  p r e p a r a t io n  f o r  th e  con­
t e s t  he had n o t ta k e n  ’academ ic p o l i t i c s '  in to  a c c o u n t. The c o n te s t  had 
been d ec id ed  a g a in s t  him b e fo re  i t  b eg an . To save him f u r th e r  em barass-
89
ment one o f  h i s  f r i e n d s  ad v ise d  him to  w ithdraw  and t h i s  he d id .
The C re a t iv e  T h inker
The academ ic c o n te s t  o f  1723 was "the tu r n in g  p o in t  in  V ic o 's  s c h o la r ­
ly  l i f e .  He r e c o rd s  t h a t  a t  t h i s  tim e he d e s p a ire d  " o f  ever h o ld in g  a
90
w o r th ie r  p o s i t io n  in  h i s  n a t iv e  c i ty "  . I t  i s  1723 t h a t  marks th e  b e g in n ­
in g  o f  th e  l a s t  phase o f  h i s  l i f e  -  th e  phase o f  The New S c ie n c e . A. R o b ert 
C a p o n ig r i c o n s id e rs  th e  e v e n ts  o f  1723 a  b le s s in g  in  d is g u is e :
f re e d  now from  a l l  u n iv e r s i ty  am b itio n  and d e l iv e r e d  from  th e  
i l l u s i o n  th a t  th e re  rem ained  f o r  him any means o f  d e l iv e ra n c e  
from th e  p o v e rty  and th e  humble s o c ia l  p o s i t io n  w hich accom­
pan ied  i t ,  he r e tu rn e d  to  th e  s u b je c t  o f  h i s  m e d ita t io n s  w ith
86. i b i d . ,  p . 158.
87 . l o c . c i t .
■8 8 . i b i d . .  p . 136.
89. i b i d . ,  p p .163-4*
90 . i b i d . ,  p . 164.
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a h e ig h ten ed  s c i e n t i f i c  d i s in t e r e s te d n e s s  and th e  r e s o lu t io n  
to  work ou t h i s  g u id in g  in s ig h t s  w ith  no o th e r  concern  th a n  
th e  ach ievem en ts  o f  th e  r e v o lu t io n a r y  r e s u l t s  w ith  which he 
f e l t  them to  he p re g n a n t.
A f te r  th e  e v e n ts  o f  1723, V ico ’ s on ly  c o n s o la t io n  was th e  fa v o u ra b le
rev iew  g iv e n  h i s  B i r i t t o  U n iv e rsa le  by Le C le r c .  Encouraged by th e  l a t t e r ' s
la v is h  p r a i s e  he once a g a in  s e t  to  w ork. Abandoning L a t in ,  th e  language o f
th e  s c h o la r s ,  he w ro te  in  h i s  n a t iv e  I t a l i a n .  By 1724» The New S cience  in
N egative  Form, a work t h a t  has s in c e  been  l o s t ,  was read y  fo r  p u b l i c a t io n .
Vico d e s c r ib e s  t h i s  work a s  a c r i t i q u e  o f
th e  im p r o b a b i l i t i e s ,  a b s u r d i t i e s  and im p o s s ib i l i t i e s  w hich h is  
p re d e c e s s o rs  had r a th e r  im agined th a n  th o u g h t o u t 92
c o n c e rn in g  th e  o r ig in  o f  th e  hum anity o f  th e  n a t io n s .
V ic o 's  m is fo r tu n e s  had n o t ended in  1723« H is p a t ro n ,  C a rd in a l
C o r s in i ,  hav ing  p a id  a  v i s i t  to  h i s  d io c e s e ,  d isc o v e re d  h id d en  c o s ts  and
inform ed V ico th a t  he would be u n ab le  to  a f f o r d  th e  p u b l ic a t io n  o f  th e  w ork.
Undaunted by t h i s  s e t  back  he co m p le te ly  re w ro te  h i s  m a n u sc rip t, abandoning
th e  n e g a t iv e  approach  f o r  a  more p o s i t i v e  and c o n s tr u c t iv e  form , th e re b y
v a s t l y  re d u c in g  i t s  le n g th .  By s e l l i n g  h i s  on ly  v a lu a b le  p o s s e s s io n , a
r in g ,  he was a b le  to  see  h i s  S c ie n za  Nuova Prim a th ro u g h  th e  p re s s  in  1725-
Vico was e la te d  w ith  h i s  new work and c la im ed  th a t  in  i t  he
f i n a l l y  d is c o v e r s  in  i t s  f u l l  e x te n t  th a t  p r in c ip le  which in  
h i s  p re v io u s  works he had a s  y e t  u n d ers to o d  on ly  in  a con fused  
and i n d i s t i n c t  way. 93
He in t e r p r e te d  C o r s i n i 's  f a i l u r e  to  see  th e  n e g a t iv e  form  th ro u g h  p u b l i c a t ­
io n  a s  an a c t  o f  p ro v id en ce  fo r  in s te a d  o f  a  n e g a tiv e  c r i t i q u e  he had now
produced a  p o s i t iv e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  th e  “p r in c ip le  e ra s  from th e  f lo o d  to
94
th e  Second Punic W ar". I t  was n o t th e  f a c t u a l  m a te r ia l  o f  th e  work th a t
e x c i te d  him b u t th e  new p r in c i p le s  t h a t  he had e n u n c ia te d :
he d is c o v e rs  new h i s t o r i c a l  p r in c i p l e s  o f  geography and c h ro n o l­
ogy • • •  p r in c i p le s  o f  u n iv e r s a l  h is to r y  h i t h e r to  la c k in g  . . .  a 
m e tap h y sics  o f  th e  human r a c e . . .  95
91. o p . c i t . ,  p .27  .
92 . The A u to b io g rap h y . p . l6 6 .  
93» l o c , c i t .
94 . i b i d . . p .1 6 7 .
95• l o c . c i t .
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Between 1725 and 1730 he w rote l i t t l e  o f major s ig n if ic a n c e  except
th e  f i r s t  two p a r ts  o f The A utobiography, In  1730 a second e d i t io n  o f  the
S cienza  Nuova Prima appeared . Because o f d isp u te s  w ith  th e  V enetian
p u b lis h e rs  th e  work was t o t a l l y  r e c a s t  and e v e n tu a lly  pub lished  in  N ap les.
Although t h i s  v e rs io n  d i f f e r e d  l i t t l e  in  concep tua l form at i t  co n ta in ed  a
number o f f a c tu a l  a d d itio n s  and om issions and so w ith  th e  posthumous e d i t io n
o f  1744 i t  i s  g e n e ra lly  r e f e r r e d  to  a s  the  Scienza Nuova Seconda. Vico
re c o rd s  th a t  th e  1730 e d it io n  was w r i t te n  in  "an alm ost f a t a l  fu ry ” , begun
on C hristm as morning 1729 and. com pleted a t  n in e  o 'c lo c k  E a s te r  Sunday evening 
96 
1730.
T h is was h is  l a s t  im portan t work and i s  u su a lly  regarded  a s  h is  magnum
opus. Vico c e r ta in ly  looked upon i t  a s  h is  crowning achievem ent:
. . .  when he had w r it te n  t h i s  work, en joy ing  l i f e ,  l i b e r ty  and 
honour, he he ld  h im se lf more fo r tu n a te  th an  S o c r a te s . . .  97
In  t h i s  work th e  sem inal id ea  co n ta in ed  in  The Study Methods came to  f u l l
f r u i t i o n .  D’A u lu s io 's  e v a lu a tio n  o f th e  au th o r o f t h i s  l a t t e r  work a s
. . .  no g rubbing  com piler bu t a man whose every page would fu rn ish  
m a tte r fo r  o th e rs  to  sp in  ou t in to  la rg e  volumes 98
seemed v in d ic a te d .
When he had com pleted th e  Scienza Nuova Seconda Vico reg ard ed  h is  o th e r  
w orks, except fo r  a few p assages from th e  Scienza Nuova Prima and th e  D i r i t to
99 ‘ ..... .. ..... ............. ......... " ......
U n iv e rs a le , a s  red u n d an t. These e a r l i e r  works were mere sk e tch es  o f  h is  
magnum opus. When e f f o r t s  were made to  have h i s  c o l le c te d  works p u b lish ed  
in  a s in g le  e d it io n  he
gave them to  u n d erstand  th a t  o f  a l l  th e  poor works o f  h is  
exhausted  gen ius he wished only  th e  New Science to  rem ain 
to  th e  w o r ld . . .  100
V ico, th e n , was s e le c t iv e  in  h is  p u b lish in g  a c t i v i t i e s  fo r
he thought th e  re p u b lic  o f l e t t e r s ,  stooped under so g re a t  a 
p i l e  o f books, should no t be burdened w ith  more, b u t should  
only be o ffe re d  books o f im portan t d is c o v e r ie s  and u s e fu l
96. i b i d . ,  p . 194.
97. i b i d . ,  p .200 .
98. i b i d . ,  p .148 .
99. i b i d . , p p .192-3.
100. i b i d . , P .191•
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in v e n t io n s ,  101
From 1723> V ico ’s l i f e  was one o f  p o v e r ty ,  i s o l a t i o n ,  i l l n e s s  and
sorrow . The d is a p p o in tm e n ts  o f  h i s  academ ic c a re e r  were p a r a l l e l e d  in  h i s
p r iv a te  l i f e .  H is i l l i t e r a t e  w ife  was "w an tin g  in  th o se  t a l e n t s  w hich a re
102
re q u ire d  even in  a  m ediocre w ife  and m o th e r" . V ico , i t  appeal’s ,  p la y ed  th e
r o l e s  o f  b o th  M artha and Mary. A cause  o f  g r i e f  was h i s  son Ig n a z io  who
103
b ro u g h t d is g ra c e  upon th e  fa m ily  by co m m ittin g  some s o r t  o f  c r im e . Added
104
to  t h i s  were h i s  own f a i l i n g  h e a l th  and th e  i l l n e s s  o f  h i s  d a u g h te r  A ngela 
T e re sa . In  th e  m idst o f  t h i s  s u f f e r in g  he re c e iv e d  some so la c e  from  h i s  
son G ennaro, who, in  173&, began to  assume some o f  th e  bu rden  o f  h i s  l e c t u r e s
105
a t  th e  u n iv e r s i ty .  He a ls o  d e l ig h te d  in  h i s  d au g h te r L u isa  who showed 
prom ise a s  a  p o e te s s .
A lthough he r e c e iv e d  some so la c e  from  h i s  son and d a u g h te r , w hat r e a l l y
s u s ta in e d  him in  th e  l a t t e r  y e a r s  o f  h i s  l i f e  was u nshakeab le  b e l i e f  t h a t  he
was a  man o f  d e s t in y .  He had been  d e s t in e d  to  b r in g  g lo ry  to  h i s  n a t iv e
106
c i t y  and to  I t a l y  by w r i t in g  The New S c ie n c e . In  h i s  l a t e r  y e a r s ,  t h e r e f o r e ,
107
Vico came to  c o n s id e r  h im s e lf ,  more and m ore, th e  v ic t im  o f  p ro v id e n c e . A 
s u p e r io r  mind he concluded  was g u id in g  th e  c o u rse  o f  h i s  l i f e .  He c o n s id e r ­
ed th a t  th e  manner in  w hich The New S c ien ce  emerged dem o n stra ted
th a t  h i s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  l i f e  was bound to  have been such a s  i t  
was and n o t o th e rw is e .  108
He saw in  th e  e v e n ts  o f  1723 th e  hand o f  p ro v id en c e  f o r  t h i s  f a i l u r e  p re v e n t­
ed him becom ing a s la v e  to  h i s  p ro fe s s io n  and a ls o  d en ied  him lu x u ry , a s t a t e  
w hich Hazard h as  su g g es ted  i s
109
one o f  th e  g r e a t e s t  p e r i l s  a  man o f  id e a s  can  be th r e a te n e d  b y .
101. i b i d . ,  p . 146. In  h i s  p u b lis h in g  h a b i t s  he was d e f i n i t e l y  n o t o f  a mid­
tw e n t ie th  c e n tu ry  m e n ta l i ty !
102. The C o n t in u a t io n  o f  th e  A utobiography by V i l l a r o s a , p .2 0 2 .
103. i b i d . ,  p . 203 .
104. Vico had nev er en joyed  good h e a l th .  At th e  age o f  e ig h te e n  he was a l ­
read y  s u f f e r in g  from consum ption . See The Autobiography, p .1 1 8 .
105. Gennaro succeeded  him to  th e  C h a ir  o f  R h e to r ic  in  1741»
106. The Autobiography, p . 165.
107. See Ch.V f o r  V ico ’ s n o t io n  o f  p ro v id e n c e .
108. The A utob iog raphy , p .1 8 2 .
109. o p . c i t . ,  p . 412 .
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C o r s in i ’ s a b d ic a t io n  o f  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  was a ls o  in te r p r e te d  a s  p r o v id e n t ia l
fo r  i t  o c c a s io n e d  th e  S c ie n za  Nuova P rim a .
C o n ce iv in g  h im se lf  a s  th e  to o l  o f  p ro v id en ce  he became o b l iv io u s  to
th e  h a rsh  comments o f  h i s  c r i t i c s ,  became ex trem ely  i s o la te d  and w ithdrew
to  h i s  own ’ iv o ry  to w e r’ . A ll h i s  a d v e r s i t i e s  he saw
a s  so many o c c a s io n s  fo r  w ithd raw ing  to  h is  d e sk , a s  to  
h i s  h ig h  im pregnable c i t a d e l ,  to  m e d ita te  and to  w r i te  
f u r th e r  w orks w hich he was wont to  c a l l  ’* so many nob le  
a c t s  o f  vengeance a g a in s t  h i s  d e t r a c to r s ”' ,  110
D uring  th e  l a s t  te n  y e a rs  o f  h i s  l i f e  Vico composed s e v e ra l  o r a t io n s
and com pleted  th e  a n n o ta tio n s  fo r  th e  t h i r d  e d i t io n  o f  h i s  m a s te rp ie c e .
H is p o v e rty  was a l l e v i a t e d  to  some e x te n t  by h i s  appo in tm en t in  1735 a s
R oyal H is to r io g ra p h e r  to  C h a r le s  I I I  o f  B ourbon, A lthough he r e c e iv e d  a
few such empty honours he was g e n e ra l ly  ig n o re d , c a l le d  a fo o l  by some and
111
an e c c e n tr ic  by th e  more c o u r te o u s .
Vico d ie d  on th e  n ig h t  o f  22-23 January  1744» h u t h i s  drama was n o t
th e n  co n c lu d ed . On th e  day s e t  down fo r  h i s  f u n e ra l  a  ’’g r e a t  up roar"
e ru p te d  betw een th e  members o f  th e  C o n f r a te r n i ty  o f  S an c ta  S ophia and th e
p ro fe s s o r s  o f  th e  U n iv e r s i ty .  The p ro fe s s o r s  c la im ed  th e  r i g h t  to  c a r ry
th e  p a l l  b u t th e  members o f  th e  c o n f r a te r n i ty  den ied  them t h i s  p r i v i l e g e .
N e ith e r  group would y ie ld  so th e  members o f  th e  C o n f r a te rn i ty  s ta lk e d  o u t .
The p ro f e s s o r s  d ec id ed  th a t  th e y  co u ld  n o t bury  Vico by th em se lv es  so th ey
to o  l e f t .  V ico rem ained ; i s o la te d  in  d e a th  a s  he had been in  l i f e .
112
Gennaro had him b u r ie d  th e  fo llo w in g  day by th e  c a th e d ra l  c h a p te r .
110. The A u to b io g rap h y , p .2 0 0 .
111. i b i d . ,  p p . 199-200.
112. See The C o n tin u a tio n  o f  th e  A utobiography by V i l l a r o s a , p p .207-8
CHAPTER IV
THE EP3STEMQLOGICAL FOUNDATIONS OF HISTORICAL KNOWLEDGE 
D e sc a r te s
In  C h ap te r I I  I  a s s e r te d  t h a t  up u n t i l  th e  e ig h te e n th  ce n tu ry  th e  
c la im  t h a t  h i s t o r i a n s  co u ld  know e v e n ts  o f  th e  p a s t  had r e c e iv e d  no 
p h i lo s o p h ic a l  j u s t i f i c a t i o n .  I  a ls o  con tended  t h a t  v e ry  few , i f  indeed  
an y , p h ilo so p h e rs  o r h i s t o r i a n s  had th o u g h t ab o u t th e  e p is te m o lo g ic a l 
fo u n d a tio n s  o f  h i s to r y  a t  a l l .
P h i lo s o p h ic a l  a c t i v i t y  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  th o u g h t o f  th e  second o r d e r .
I t  in v o lv e s  n o t on ly  th in k in g  abo u t an o b je c t  in  i s o l a t i o n  b u t a ls o  r e ­
f l e c t i n g  upon i t  in  r e l a t i o n  to  o n e 's  th o u g h t abou t i t .  B efo re  th e  
e ig h te e n th  c e n tu ry  W estern  Europe had w itn e sse d  many s c h o la r s  who had 
th o u g h t ab o u t th e  e v e n ts  o f  th e  p a s t  b u t th e re  had been v ery  few, p e rh ap s  
none, who had th o u g h t ab o u t th e se  e v e n ts  in  c o n ju n c tio n  w ith  t h e i r  th o u g h t 
o f  them . In  o th e r  words th e re  had been  many h i s to r i a n s  b u t few p h ilo so p h e rs  
o f  h i s t o r y .
The h i s t o r i a n  i s  in t e r e s te d  in  th e  e v e n ts  o f  th e  p a s t  sim ply a s  e v e n ts .  
The p h ilo so p h e r  o f  h i s to r y  on th e  o th e r  hand i s  concerned  w ith  them a s  ob­
j e c t s  o f  th e  h i s t o r i a n ’ s th o u g h t .  The d i s t i n c t i o n  i s  w e ll ex p re ssed  by 
C o llin g w o o d :
The p h ilo so p h e r  i s  concerned  w ith  th e s e  e v e n ts  n o t a s  th in g s  
in  th e m se lv es  b u t a s  th in g s  known to  th e  h i s t o r i a n ,  and to  a sk , 
n o t what k in d  o f  e v e n ts  they  were and when and where th ey  took  
p la c e ,  b u t what i t  i s  abou t them th a t  makes i t  p o s s ib le  fo r  
h i s t o r i a n s  to  know them . 1
The w e s te rn  p h i lo s o p h ic a l  t r a d i t i o n  stemming from  th e  G reeks had f i r s t  
co nce rned  i t s e l f  p r im a r i ly  w ith  m a th em atic s . The s p e c ia l  i n t e l l e c t u a l  
problem  t h a t  p re o c c u p ie d  th e  G reeks was la y in g  th e  e p is te m o lo g ic a l found­
a t io n s  o f  m a th em a tic s . When th ey  d is c u s se d  a th e o ry  o f  knowledge what th ey  
co n ce iv ed  was p r im a r i ly  a  th e o ry  o f  m ath em atica l know ledge. In  th e  M iddle
1 . R .G . C o llingw ood , The Id e a  o f  H is to ry . London, 1966, p . 3 «
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A ges, th e  c e n t r a l  problem  o f conce rn  was th e  r e l a t i o n s h ip  betw een God and 
man. C onsequen tly  d u rin g  t h i s  p e r io d  e p is te m o lo g ic a l th e o r ie s  w ere d i r e c t ­
ed to  th e  s o lu t io n  o f  th e o lo g ic a l  p rob lem s. The s ix te e n th  to  th e  n in e te e n ­
th  c e n t u r i e s  saw th e  r i s e  o f  th e  n a tu r a l  s c ie n c e s .  At t h i s  tim e p h ilo so p h ­
e r s  d i r e c te d  t h e i r  e n e rg ie s  tow ard d e f in in g  th e  scope and l i m i t s  o f
2
s c i e n t i f i c  know ledge.
I f  any s ta te m e n ts  o f  a p h i lo s o p h ic a l  n a tu re  can be s a id  to  have been 
made abou t th e  s t a t u s  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  knowledge b e fo re  th e  e ig h te e n th  c e n tu ry  
they  w ere th o se  o f  Rene D e s c a r te s .  The c r i t e r i a  o f  knowledge w hich D e s c a r te s  
e la b o ra te d  w ere , how ever, m ath em atica l in  n a tu r e .  C o n seq u en tly , w ith in  h i s  
model
. . .  a l l  knowledge w hich had n o t been o r co u ld  n o t be red u ce d  
to  c l e a r  and d i s t i n c t  p e rc e p tio n  and g e o m e tr ic a l d e d u c tio n  
was bound to  lo s e  in  h i s  eyes a l l  v a lu e  and im p o rtan ce . 3
H is to ry ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  a s  c o n v e n tio n a l ly  founded on te s tim o n y  was exclu d ed  by
D e s c a r te s  from  th e  m ansion o f  know ledge. In  h i s  argum ent, how ever, D e sc a r te s
was i l l o g i c a l .  What he shou ld  have concluded  was t h a t  h i s to r y  i s  n o t
m a th em a tic si
I t  was Vico who f i r s t  f u l l y  a p p re c ia te d  th e  inadequacy o f  D e s c a r te s ’
p o s i t i o n .  The C a r te s ia n  c r i t e r i a  o f  knowledge had been  to o  n a rro w . They
se rv ed  on ly  to  e s t a b l i e h  th e  e p is te m o lo g ic a l fo u n d a tio n s  o f  m a them atics  and
4
even th a t  d u b io u s ly . As C ollingw ood has p o in te d  o u t ,  th e re  was a  p r e s s in g  
need fo r
a  p r in c ip le  by w hich to  d i s t i n g u i s h  what can be known from  what 
c a n n o t; a  d o c t r in e  o f  th e  n e c e ssa ry  l i m i t s  o f  human know ledge. 5
In  th e  developm ent o f  p h ilo so p h y , a p o in t  had been reac h ed  when i t  was
e s s e n t i a l  to  d e v ise  a  th e o ry  o f  knowledge th a t  d id  n o t sim ply re d u c e  a l l
r e a l i t y  to  mere o b je c ts  o f  C a r te s ia n  ep istem o logy  and G alilean -N ew to n ian
p h y s ic s .  T h is  was V ico ’s c o n t r ib u t io n .  H is s o lu t io n  to  t h i s  p r e s s in g
2 . F o r f u r t h e r  d is c u s s io n  o f  t h i s  id e a  see R .G . C ollingw ood, i b i d . ,  p p .4 -5»  
T h is  acc o u n t i s ,  o f  c o u rs e ,  ve ry  s im p l i f ie d .
3 . B e n e d e tto  C ro ce , The P h ilo so p h y  o f  G ia m b a ttis ta  V ic o , New Y ork, 1915» P*2.
4 . See b e lo w , p .5 8 .
5 . R .G . C o llingw ood , o p . c i t . .  p . 64 .
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e p is te m o lo g ic a l problem  must be exam ined in  d e t a i l  fo r  i t  p ro v id e s  th e  
t h e o r e t i c a l  fo u n d a tio n  on w hich V ic o 's  i n v e s t ig a t io n  r e s t s .
The R e a c tio n  to  D e s c a r te s ;  The 'V erum -Factum ' P r in c ip le
The m ilie u  in  which th e  V ich ian  a l t e r n a t i v e  emerged was fu n d am en ta lly  
a  C a r te s ia n  o n e . In deed ,
th e  e a r l i e s t  phase o f  V ic o 's  th e o ry  o f  knowledge ta k e s  th e  
form  o f a  d i r e c t  c r i t i c i s m  o f  and a n t i t h e s i s  to  th e  C a r te s ia n is m  
which had gu ided  European th o u g h t f o r  more th a n  h a l f  a  c e n tu ry , 
and was to  m a in ta in  i t s  supremacy ov er mind and s p i r i t  f o r  
a n o th e r  hundred y e a r s .  6
I t  i s  no e x a g g e ra tio n  to  c la im  th a t  th e  prim e s tim u lu s  to  V ic o ’ s o r i g i n a l ­
i ty  was th e  a n t i - h i s t o r i c a l  b ia s  o f  D e s c a r te s  and i t  i s  a g a in s t  th e  b ack -
7
ground o f th e  C a r te s ia n  c r i t i q u e  t h a t  h i s  th o u g h t must be a p p re c ia te d  and 
a s s e s s e d ♦
I t  i s  g e n e ra lly  ag reed  th a t  u n t i l  ab o u t th e  age o f  f o r t y ,  Vico was
8
h e a v ily  in f lu e n c e d  by D e s c a r te s .  In d eed , Max F isc h  c a l l s  him “ th e  g r e a t -
9
e s t  C a r te s ia n  o f  I t a l y " . The ap p ea ran ce  o f  The Study Methods in  1708 in ­
d ic a te d ,  how ever, t h a t  Vico was d i s s a t i s f i e d  w ith  th e  C a r te s ia n  t h e s i s .  In  
f a c t  th e  g e n e ra l te n o r  o f  t h i s  o p u scu la  re v e a le d  th e  b e g in n in g s  o f  what was 
to  s ig n ify  a  r a d i c a l  change in  V ic o 's  p o s i t i o n .  A lthough he d id  n o t a t ta c k
th e  fundam ental p r in c i p le s  o f  th e  C a r te s ia n  schoo l he d id  r e a c t  a g a in s t  a l l  
10
i t s  te n d e n c ie s .
The S tudy Methods was a t r e a t i s e  on pedagogic m ethods in  which Vico 
had o cca sio n  to  c r i t i c i s e  what he c o n s id e re d  an i l l i c i t  u se  o f th e  geo­
m e tr ic a l  method in  th e  p h y s ic a l  s c ie n c e s .  He su g g es ted  th a t  t h i s  p r a c t ­
ic e  o f  h is  c o n te m p o ra rie s  o n ly  y ie ld e d  a  m is le a d in g  appearance  o f  
d e m o n stra tio n :
. . .  th e  p r in c i p le s  o f  p h y s ic s  w hich a re  p u t forw ard  a s  t r u t h s
6 . B en ed e tto  C roce , o p . c i t . .  p .1
7 . See C h . I I .
8 . See C h .I IT .
9 . The A utobiography o f  G ia m b a ttis ta  V ic o . New Y ork, 1944» p .3 ^ .
10. For e la b o r a t io n  see H .P . Adams, The L ife  and W rit in g s  o f  G ia m b a ttis ta  
V ico . London, 1935» p p .8 8 -9 .
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on th e  s t r e n g th  o f  th e  g e o m e tr ic a l method a re  n o t r e a l l y  t r u t h s ,  
b u t wear a  sem blance o f p r o b a b i l i t y .  The method by which they  
were reac h ed  i s  t h a t  o f  geom etry , b u t p h y s ic a l  t r u t h s  so e l i c i t ­
ed a re  n o t d em o n stra ted  a s  r e l i a b l y  a s  a re  g e o m e tr ic a l ax iom s. 11
Vico argued  t h a t  geom etry was d em onstrab le  because  man made i t ;  i f  one were
to  d em o n stra te  p h y s ic s  one would be a b le  to  make p h y s ic a l  o b je c ts :
We a re  ab le  to  d em o n stra te  g e o m e tr ic a l p ro p o s i t io n s  because  we 
c r e a te  them; were i t  p o s s ib le  fo r  us to  supply  d e m o n s tra tio n s  
o f  p r o p o s i t io n s  o f  p h y s ic s , we would be cap a b le  o f  c r e a t in g  
them ex n ih i lo  a s  w e l l .  12
15
S ince  man o b v io u s ly  does n o t make p h y s ic a l  o b je c ts  to  su g g est t h a t  th e  pro
p o s i t io n s  o f  p h y s ic s  a re  on a p a r  w ith  th o se  o f  geom etry was f a l l a c i o u s .
The im p lic a t io n  in  V ico ’ s argum ent i s  t h a t  man can  have r e a l  knowledge 
o f  som ething only  i f  he can d em o n stra te  i t  and to  d em o n stra te  som ething he
must be a b le  to  make i t .  Hence, th e  e a r l i e s t  fo rm u la tio n  o f  V ico ’ s verum - 
factum  p r in c ip le  ap peared  in  The Study M ethods, b u t in  an e s s e n t i a l l y
14
n e g a tiv e  form . A lthough th e r e  was no d i r e c t  a t t a c k  on D e s c a r te s ,  t h i s  
t r e a t i s e  marked th e  b e g in n in g  o f  an e la b o r a t io n  o f  a  new c r i t e r i o n  o f  know­
le d g e , v e ry  d i f f e r e n t  from  t h a t  o f  th e  C a r te s ia n s .
The d i r e c t  a s s a u l t  was n o t lo n g  in  coming f o r  in  1710 th e  De A n ti-  
q u iss im a  a p p e a re d . T h is  was a  m e tap h y sica l t r e a t i s e  in  which Vico la u n ch ­
ed a v ig o ro u s  a t t a c k  upon th e  C a r te s ia n  p o s i t io n  and gave h i s  own th e o ry  o f  
knowledge e x p l i c i t  e l a b o r a t io n .  H is c r i t e r i o n  o f  know ledge, t h a t  t r u t h  i s  
i d e n t i c a l  w ith  c r e a t iv e  pow er, o r  t h a t  man knows on ly  what he makes, he 
c la im s  was known by th e  a n c ie n t  I t a l i a n s .  Indeed , he a t t r i b u t e s  h i s  whole
15
ep istem ology  to  them fo r  he p u rp o r ts  to  d e r iv e  i t  from  th e  L a t in  la n g u ag e .
D e sp ite  V ico ’ s c la im s , how ever, th e  work i s  l i t t l e  concerned  w ith  th e  a n c ie n t  
16
I t a l i a n s  and a l i n g u i s t i c  d e r iv a t io n  o f  th e  id e a s  w h ile  n o t im p o ss ib le  i s  
open to  d o u b t. S c h o la rs  have p r e f e r r e d  to  seek  th e  o r ig in  o f  V ico ’ s th e o ry
11. The Study M ethods, p .2 3 .
12. loc  , c i t .
13. Vico would a rgue  th a t  a r t e f a c t s  a re  c u l t u r a l  n o t p h y s ic a l  o b je c t s .
14. For e la b o r a t io n  o f  t h i s  p o in t  see  A ntonio C orsano , ’Vico and M a th e m a tic s ', 
in  G io rg io  T a g lia c o z z o , G ia m b a ttis ta  Vico -  an I n te r n a t io n a l  Symposium. 
B a ltim o re , 1969» p.407*
15. Be A n tiq u iss im a  I ta lo ru m  S a p ie n t ia  ex Linguae L a tin a e  O r ig in ib u s  B ruenda 
i s  th e  f u l l  t i t l e  o f  th e  w ork.
16. See A rnaldo M om igliano, S tu d ie s  in  H is to r io g ra p h y . New Y ork, 1966, p.19*
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in  a u th o rs  a s  d iv e rs e  a s  L u c re t iu s ,  S t .  Augustine, Bacon, Hobbes and 
21
S anchez .
Vico d is t in g u is h e d  two ty p e s  o f  know ledge; knowledge in  th e  t r u e
22
sense ( s c i e n t i a ) and c o n s c ie n t i a . S c ie n t ia  in v o lv e s  a knowledge o f  th e
cau ses  by w hich a  th in g  comes in to  b e in g :
. . .  s c i r e  i s  c o n te n d it  e s s e ,  n o sse  c a u s s a s ,  ex q u ib u s  r e s  
n a s c a t u r . . .  23
In  t h i s  V ico was q u i t e  t r a d i t i o n a l .  P h ilo so p h y  i s  o f te n  d e f in e d  a s  th e  
d i s c ip l in e  concerned  w ith  th e  most g e n e ra l c a u se s  and p r in c i p le s  o f th in g s .  
S c ie n t i a , th e  knowledge d e r iv e d  from  p h ilo s o p h ic a l  in v e s t ig a t io n  would 
th e re fo re  n a tu r a l ly  p e r t a in  to  c a u s e s .  Hence i t  i s  n o t s u r p r is in g  to  find-
24
Vico a rg u in g  t h a t  s c i e n t i a  in c lu d e s  a g ra sp  o f  th e  genus o r form  o f  a  th in g :
s c i r e  enim e s t  te n e re  g en u s , seu  formam, quo r e s  f i a t . . .  25
I f  o n e 's  knowledge was o f  t h i s  ty p e  one had a  g rasp  o f  t r u t h ,  what
Vico c a l l s  verum . I t  im p lie s  t h a t  o n e 's  th o u g h t conform s to  th e  o rd e r  o f
th e  r e a l  o r e x te rn a l  w orld  and so i s  t r u e  know ledge.
h e f in iv im u s  Verum e s s e ,  quod rerum  o r d in i  c o n fo rm a tu r . . .  26
W ith t r u e  knowledge o r s c i e n t i a  Vico c o n t r a s t s  c o n s c i e n t i a . T h is
was th e  knowledge one had o f  som eth ing  when one was unab le  to  d em o n stra te
i t .  I t  was n o t knowledge o f  cau se  o r  g enus:
. . .  c o n s c ie n t ia  autem  e s t  eorum, quorum g enus, seu  formam 
d em onstrare  non p o s su m u s ... 27
a s  s c i e n t i a  p e r ta in e d  to  th e  re a lm  o f  th e  verum so c o n s c ie n t ia  p e r ­
ta in e d  to  th e  rea lm  o f th e  c e r turn. The sph ere  o f  th e  certum  was t h a t  o f
17. R . Manson, The Theory o f  Knowledge o f  G ia m b a ttis ta  V ico . Hamden, 1969»
p .6 .
18. A.A. G rim a ld i, The U n iv e rsa l Humanity o f  G ia m b a ttis ta  V ic o , New Y ork, 
1958, p .2 6 .
19. I s a ia h  B e r l in ,  'A Note on V ic o 's  C oncept o f  K now ledge', in  G io rg io  
T a g lia c o z z o , o p . c l t . ,  p .373  •
20 . A rth u r C h ild , Making and Knowing in  Hobbes, Vico and Dewey, B e rk e le y , 
1955, P .2 7 1 .
21. B en ed e tto  C roce, o p . c i t . ,  p p .4 -5*
22 . I t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  f in d  an a c c u ra te  E n g lish  e q u iv a le n t  and so I  r e t a i n  
V ico ’s te rm . P erhaps "o p in io n "  comes c l o s e s t .
2 3 . Q pere , I ,  p .8 2 .
2 4 . A r i s t o t l e 's  fo rm al c a u s a l i t y .
25 . Q pere , I ,  p .8 1 .
26. i b i d . ,  I I ,  p . 2 3 . V ic o 's  i s  a co rresp o n d en ce  th e o ry  o f  t r u t h .
27 . i b i d . , I ,  p .8 1 .
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c o n sc io u sn e ss  and was grounded in  e x te rn a l  a u th o r i ty :
28
Ut autem  verum c o n s ta t  r a t i o n e ,  i t a  certum  n i t i t u r  a u c t o r i t a t e  . . .  
I t  was n o t t r u e  knowledge b u t a s t a t e  o f mind; th e  e f f e c t  o f  certum  was to  
re n d e r  a  mind f r e e  from  d o u b t:
Verum g ig n i t  m en tis  cum verum o rd in e  c o n fo rm a tio : Certum  g ig n i t  
c o n s c ie n t ia  d u b ita n d i s e c u ra .  29
The re a lm  o f  th e  verum th e n , i s  knowledge th a t  in c lu d e s  a  knowledge 
o f  c a u s e s ; verum i s  th e  p ro d u c t o f  s c ie n t ia . . The c e r tu m , how ever, i s  an
e f f e c t  o f  c o n s c ie n t i a , a  ty p e  o f  knowledge th a t  does n o t In c lu d e  knowledge 
o f  cause  and e f f e c t ,  Certum  i s  a  s p e c ie s  o f  know ledge, th e r e f o r e ,  w hich i s ,  
a t  b e s t ,  p sy c h o lo g ic a l c e r t i t u d e .  I t  i s  devo id  o f  o n to lo g ic a l  im p lic a t io n s  
fo r  i t  m erely  e x p re s s e s  a  s t a t e  o f  m ind.
I t  was on th e  b a s i s  o f  t h i s  d i s t i n c t i o n ,  th e  d i s t i n c t i o n  betw een 
s c i e n t i a  and c o n s c i e n t i a , t h a t  Vico launched  h i s  a t ta c k  on th e  C a r te s ia n  
ep is tem o lo g y . The c o g i to , D e s c a r te s  had con tended  was th e  f i r s t  s te p  t o ­
ward s e t t i n g  human knowledge on t r u e  and c e r t a i n  fo u n d a tio n s .  From t h i s  
b a s i s  he had developed  h i s  argum ents which p u rp o rte d  to  r e f u te  th e  s c e p t i c ’ s 
p o s i t i o n .  Vico su g g es ted  t h a t  on t h i s  p o in t  th e  c o g ito  had co m p le te ly
m issed th e  p o in t  fo r  th e  s c e p t ic  does n o t doubt t h a t  he th in k s  no r does he
50
doubt t h a t  he e x i s t s .  I t  i s  n o t th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  c o n s c ie n t ia  t h a t  he
d e n ie s  b u t s c i e n t i a  -  knowledge in  a  c a u s a l  o r t r u e  se n se :
At quamquam c o n s c iu s  s i t  S c e p tic u s  se c o g i t a r e ,  ig n o ra t  tarnen 
c o g i t a t i o n i s  c a u s s a s . . .  31
Vico arg u ed  t h a t  th e  C a r te s ia n  c o g ito  d id  n o th in g  to  a l l e v i a t e  th e  
s c e p t i c 's  p ro b lem s, D e s c a r te s ' th in k in g  was n o t th e  cause  o f  h i s  e x is te n c e ,  
i t  was m erely  a  s ig n  o f  i t :
Enim vero c o g i ta r e  non e s t  c a u ssa  quod sim mens, sed signum: 
a tq u i  tecm erium  c a u ssa  non e s t :  tecm erio rum  enim c e r t i tu d in e m  
c o rd a tu s  S c e p t ic u s  non n e g a v e r i t ,  caussarum  vero  n e g a v e r i t .
28 . i b i d . ,  I I ,  p .1 4 .  H is to ry  fo r  example b e lo n g s  to  th e  sphere  o f  th e  
certum  f o r  i t  i s  b ased  on te s tim o n y , i . e .  a u t h o r i ty .
2 9 . loc  , c i t .
30. i b i d , , I ,  p .8 1 .
31 . l o c , c i t .
32 . i b i d . ,  I ,  p .8 3 .
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In  o th e r  words i t  i s  by th e  c o g ito  t h a t  one becomes aware o f  o n e 's  e x is te n c e ;  
b u t i t  does n o t le a d  to  knowledge o f  t h a t  e x i s te n c e .  The c o g ito  c o n s t i t u t e s  
a  b a s i s ,  n o t o f  t r u e  know ledge, b u t o f  p s y c h o lo g ic a l aw aren ess; n o t o f
33
s c i e n t i a  b u t o f  c o n s c i e n t i a . S ince  th e  c o g ito  p e r ta in s  to  th e  sphere  o f 
th e  l a t t e r  a n y th in g  deduced from  i t  must rem ain  in  th e  rea lm  o f  c o n s c ie n t i a . 
B ecause o n e 's  th in k in g  i s  c l e a r ly  n o t th e  cau se  o f  o n e 's  e x is te n c e  i t  canno t
34
form th e  b a s i s  o f  a s c i e n t i f i c  knowledge o f  t h a t  e x i s te n c e .
C le a r  and d i s t i n c t  p e rc e p t io n s  c a n n o t, th e r e f o r e ,  be a cc ep ted  a s  th e  
c r i t e r i o n  o f  knowledge fo r  th ey  a re  sim ply  in d ic a t io n s  o f  p sy c h o lo g ic a l
35
aw aren ess . The v i r t u e  o f  V ic o 's  c la im  i s  a p p re c ia te d  by B ruce M azlish ;
In  te rm s l a t e r  to  be echoed by D avid Hume, th e  N e a p o lita n  
p h ilo so p h e r  p o in te d  o u t t h a t  th e  c l e a r  c o n c e p tio n  o f  an id e a  
r e a l l y  e q u a ls  on ly  c o n v ic t io n .  The v iv id n e s s  w ith  w hich we 
p e rc e iv e  o r co n ce iv e  o f  som eth ing  i s  n o t a  t e s t  o f  i t s  t r u t h ,  
b u t m erely  o f  th e  a rd o u r w ith  w hich we b e l ie v e  i t .  36
S in ce  D e s c a r te s ' a n a ly s i s  was u n a c c e p ta b le  Vico s u b s t i tu t e d  a  d i f f e r e n t  
c r i t e r i o n  o f  know ledge. He c o n s id e re d  t h a t  th e  knowing p ro c e s s  c o n s is te d  
o f  d e m o n s tra tin g  t r u t h s  ( v e r a J by t h e i r  c a u s e s .  Hence th e  knowing p ro c e s s  
was an a c t iv e  o p e ra t io n ,  n o t a p a s s iv e  r e c e p t io n  o f  d a t a .  Knowledge in ­
v o lv ed  d e m o n s tra tio n , hence c o n s tr u c t io n  o r  th e  p ro d u c tio n  o f  an e f f e c t :
37
"p ro b a re  p e r  c a u s s a s  idem e s t  ac e f f i c e r e " .  For V ico , to  know som ething 
by i t s  c a u se s  im p lie s  t h a t  one u n d e rs ta n d s  ( i n t e i l i g e r e ) i t s  co m p o sitio n , 
th e  e lem en ts  t h a t  make i t  u p . When one knows som eth ing  one p u ts  i t s  
e lem en ts  to g e th e r  and so form s th e  th in g :
S c ir e  autem  s i t  rerum  e lem en ta  co m p o n e re ... 38 
Vico c o n s id e re d  t h a t  to  p u t th e  e lem en ts  o f  som ething to g e th e r  was th e  
same a s  making i t .  The o b je c t  o f  th e  knowledge p ro c e s s  was t r u t h  (verum ) 
and when th e  knower engaged in  e p is te m o lo g ic a l  a c t i v i t y  what was he do ing  
b u t d e m o n s tra tin g  o r making t r u t h s .  Hence in  V ic o 's  a n a ly s i s  t r u t h  was
33* See A nton io  C orsano , o p . c i t . ,  p .4 3 2 .
34* See B e n e d e tto  C roce, o p , c i t . .  p .6 .
35* Q pere. I ,  p .1 2 7 .
36. B ruce M a z lish , The R id d le  o f  H is to r y . New Y ork, 1966, p .2 0 . 
37* Q pere, I ,  p .91*
38.  i b i d . .  I ,  p . 7 2 .
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made; verum was e q u iv a le n t to  fa c tu m . I t  i s  t h i s  e p is te m o lo g ic a l  t e n e t ,
Vico c la im s , t h a t  i s  e v id e n t in  th e  language o f  th e  a n c ie n t  I t a l i a n s :
L a t in i s  verum e t  factum  r e c ip r o c a n tu r , seu , u t  scholaxum  
v u lg u s  lo q u itu r : ,  c o n v e r tu n tu r  . . .  39
The c r i t e r i o n  o f  knowledge Vico adop ted  was t h a t  to  know a  th in g  one
must make i t ;  one can  know on ly  what one can make. I t  i s  t h i s  f a c t  alome
th a t d e fe a ts  the p o s it io n  o f  the s c e p t ic :
Nec u l la  sane a l i a  p a te t v ia ,  qua S c e p t ic is  r e  ip sa  c o n v e l l i  
p o s s i t ,  n i s i  ut v e r i  c r iter iu m  s i t  id  ipsum f e c i s s e .  40
The new c r i t e r io n  o f  knowledge had a number o f  im p lic a tio n s  both for
th e  knowledge o f  God and o f  man. I t  confirm ed  th e  d iv in e  o m n isc ien ce :
Deus s e i t  om nia, q u ia  in  se c o n t in e t  e lem en ta , ex q u ib u s  
omnia c o m p o n it . . .  41
I t  a ls o  e x p la in e d  why H is knowledge was t o t a l ,  a l l  em bracing , i n f i n i t e  and 
e x a c t :
Verum e sse  ipsum factum ; ac p ro in d e  in  Deo e sse  primura verum, 
q u ia  Deus prim us F a c to r ;  in f in i tu m , q u ia  omnium F a c to r ;  
exac tissim um , q u ia  cum ex tim a , turn in tim a  rerum  e i  r e p r a e s e n ta t  
e lem en ta , non c o n t in e t .  42
Human know ledge, how ever, was f a r  l e s s  em bracing . In d eed , in  p ro ­
p o r t io n  a s  man la ck ed  th e  c r e a t iv e  power o f  th e  D e ity ,  so h i s  knowledge was 
l im i te d :
S c ir e  autem  s i t  verum e lem en ta  com ponere: unde m e n tis  humanae 
c o g i t a t i o ,  d iv in a e  autem i n t e l l i g e n t i a  s i t  p r o p r ia ;  quod Deus 
omnia e lem en ta  rerum  l e g i t ,  cum ex tim a , turn in t im a , q u ia  c o n t in e t  
e t  d i s p o n i t :  mens autem  humana, q u ia  te rm in a ta  e s t ,  e t  e x t r a  r e s  
c e t e r a s  omnes, quae ip s a  non s u n t,  rerum  dum taxat ex trem a coactum  
e a t ,  nunquam omnia c o l l i g a t ,  i t a  u t  de re b u s  c o g i ta r e  quidera 
p o s s i t ,  i n t e l l i g e r e  autem non p o s s i t :  q u are  p a r t i c e p s  s i t  
r a t i o n i s ,  non compos. 43
Although man can be sa id  to  know p h y sica l o b je c ts  in  some sen se o f  the word,
Vico a rg u e s  t h a t  i t  i s  n o t in  th e  sense  t h a t  God knows them : th e  D e i ty ’ s
44
knowledge i s  th re e -d im e n s io n a l a s  i t  w ere , man’ s ,  o n e -d im e n s io n a l. S ince  
man d oes  n o t and can n o t c r e a te  th e  p h y s ic a l  w orld , h i s  knowledge o f  i t  i s
39. i b i d . ,  I , P .7 1 .
40 . i b i d . ,  I , P .8 3 .
41 . i b i d . ,  I , p .7 4 .
42 . i b i d . ,  I , p .7 2 .
43 . l o c . c i t .
44 . l o c . c i t .
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r e s t r i c t e d  to  i t s  o u ts id e ,  i t s  e x tim a . M an's knowledge o f  i t  i s  th e r e f o r e
n o t one in v o lv in g  cause  o r form (e s s e n c e ) :
Atque ob idipsum  p h y s ic a  a  c a u s s is  p ro b a re  non possum us, 
q u ia  e lem en ta  rerum  n a tu ra liu m  e x t r a  nos s u n t .  45
M an's a c q u a in ta n c e  w ith  th e  m a te r ia l  u n iv e rs e  th e n ,  was no t t r u e
knowledge b u t som ething a k in  to  c o n s c ie n ta . He cou ld  d e s c r ib e  th e  p h y s ic a l
w orld b u t he co u ld  n o t u n d e rs ta n d  o r know i t .  The m a te r ia l  w orld was no t
a c r e a tio n  o f  man; i t  was th ere fo re  not in  the sphere o f  the verum.
What man can t r u l y  co n ce iv e  i s  n o t th e  e ssen ce  o f  th in g s ,  
which f o r  man i s  n ev er co m p le te ly  e x h a u s t ib le ,  b u t th e  
s t r u c tu r e  and s p e c i f i c i t y  o f  h i s  own w orks. 46
For V ico , th e n ,  man co u ld  n o t have t r u e  knowledge o f  th e  p h y s ic a l 
w o rld . In deed , to  th e  d eg ree  t h a t  a  s c ie n c e  o r d i s c i p l in e  was immersed 
in  th e  p h y s ic a l  re a lm , to  th a t  e x te n t  i t s  p ro p o s i t io n s  were v e r i s im i le  
( t r u e l i k e ) ,  n o t verum :
Cumque humana s c i e n t i a  ab a b s t r a c t io n e  s i t ,  i c c i r c o  s c ie n t ia e  
minus c e r t a e ,  p ro u t a l i a e  a l i i s  m agis in  m a te r ia  c o rp u le n ta  
im m erguntur: u t i  m inus c e r t a  M echanice quam G oem etria e t  
A r ith m e tic a , q u ia  c o n s id e ra t  motum, sed machinarum ope: minus 
c e r t a  P h y s ic e , quam M e c h a n ic e .,.  minus c e r ta  M oralis quam 
ph ysica  . . .  M oralis scru ta tu r  motus animorum, q u i p e n it is s im i  
su n t, e t  ut plurimum a l ib id in e ,  quae e s t  in f in i t a ,  p roven iu n t .47
I t  sho u ld  be n o tic e d  th a t  in  t h i s  schema, h i s to r y ,  a s  p a r t  o f  m o ra ls , 
o c c u p ie s  th e  most i n f e r i o r  p o s i t i o n .  On th e  o th e r  hand, m athem atics 
h o ld s  th e  most e le v a te d  s l o t .  At f i r s t  g la n c e , th e n , V ic o 's  p o s i t io n  
seems somewhat s im i la r  to  t h a t  o f  D e s c a r te s :  th e  h u m a n itie s  a re  dow n-graded 
and m athem atics  assum es i t s  accustom ed p la ce  a s  queen o f  th e  d i s c i p l i n e s .
The s i m i l a r i t y ,  how ever, i s  on ly  a p p a re n t .  M athem atics i s  th e
sc ie n c e  o f  th e  verum , n o t b ecause  i t s  p r o p o s i t io n s  a re  c l e a r  and d i s t i n c t ,
b u t b ecause  i t  i s  a c r e a t io n  o f  man. M atnem atics i s  n o t one in  a  s e r i e s
o f  d i s c ip l in e s ,  i t  i s  s u i  g e n e r is . I t  does not proceed by a b str a c tio n
48
b u t i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  s y n th e t ic  in  n a tu r e .  S ince  m athem atics does n o t p o sse ss  
p h y s ic a l  e lem en ts  i t  can b e , and in  f a c t  i s ,  w holly  th e  c r e a t io n  o f  man.
45. i b i d . ,  I ,  p . 91.
46 . E rn s t  C a s s i r e r ,  The Logic o f  the H u m an itie s , New Haven, 1961, p .53*
47 . O pere , I ,  p .7 8 .
48 . i b i d . ,  I ,  p . 96.
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In  The A utobiography Vico r e c o rd s  how he
. . .  d is c o v e re d  t n a t  th e  whole s e c r e t  o f  th e  g eo m etric  method 
comes to  t h i s :  f i r s t  to  d e f in e  th e  te rm s one has  to  re a s o n  
w ith ; th e n  to  s e t  up c e r t a in  common maxims ag reed  to  by o n e ’ s 
companion in  argum ent; f i n a l l y ,  a t  need , to  ask  d i s c r e t e ly  
fo r  such c o n c e ss io n s  a s  th e  n a tu re  o f  th in g s  p e rm its ,  in  o rd e r  
to  supply  a  b a s i s  fo r  argum en ts , w hich w ith o u t some such 
assum ption  cou ld  n o t re a c h  t h e i r  c o n c lu s io n s ; and w ith  th e s e  
p r in c i p le s  to  p roceed  s te p  by s te p  in  o n e ’ s d e m o n s tra tio n s  
from s im p le r  to  more complex t r u t h s . . .  49
Vico argued  t h a t  m athem atics i s  l i k e  a  game, l i k e  c h e ss  f o r  exam ple.
How does one know t h a t  th e  w h ite  b ish o p s  move on ly  a lo n g  th e  w h ite  d ia g o n a ls?
I t  i s  n o t a q u e s tio n  to  be d ec id ed  by e m p ir ic a l e v id e n c e . I t  i s  s im p ly  a
r u le  o f  th e  game th a t  w h ite  b ish o p s  a re  to  behave in  t h i s  way -  man made i t
t h a t  way. Vico c o n s id e re d  t h a t  m athem atics was v e ry  s im i la r ,  f o r  i t  to o
was t o t a l l y  fa sh io n e d  by man. How does one know th a t  a t r i a n g l e  h as  th r e e
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s id e s ?  For th e  s im ple re a s o n  t h a t  man made i t  t h a t  way.
51
S ince  m athem atics p ro cee d s  by a  fu n d am en ta lly  s y n th e t ic  method i t  was
a  d i s c i p l in e  in  w hich man c r e a te d  a l l  th e  e lem en ts :
. . .  G eom etria , quae sy n th e tic a . methodo t r a d i t u r ,  nempe p e r  fo rm as, 
ideo turn o p e re , turn o p e ra  c e r t i s s im a  e s t ,  q u ia ,  a  m in im is in  
in f in itu m  p e r  sua  p o s tu la ta  p ro ced e n s , d o ce t modum com ponendi 
e lem en ta , ex q u ib u s  v e ra  fo rm a n tu r , quae d e m o n stra t; e t  ideo  modum 
componendi e lem en ta  d o c e t ,  q u ia  homo in t e r  se h ab e t e le m e n ta , 
quae d o c e t .  52
M athem atics was e n t i r e l y  th e  c r e a t io n  o f  man, e s s e n t i a l l y  a human fa c tu m . 
T h e re fo re  he knew b o th  i t s  in tim a  and e x tim a , u n d ers to o d  i t s  e lem en ts  and so
53 ......... "
knew i t s  c a u s e s . M athem atics th e r e f o r e  was th e  sc ie n c e  o f  th e  verum , f o r  
when man engaged in  m athem atica l th in k in g  he was b e in g  G o d -lik e  -  he was 
c r e a t in g :
E t ideo a c a u s s is  d em o n stran t, q u ia  mens humana c o n t in e t  e lem en ta  
verorum , quae d ig e re r e  e t  componere p o s s i t ;  e t ,  ex q u ib u s  
d i s p o s i t i s  e t  c o m p o s i tis ,  e x i s t  i t  verum quod d e m o n stra n t; u t  
d e m o n s tra tio  eadem ac o p e ra t io  s i t ,  e t  verum idem ac fac tu m . 54
49* The A u tob iog raphy . p p .125-6 ,
50 . For f u r th e r  d is c u s s io n  o f  t h i s  p o in t  see  I s a ia h  B e r l in ,  ’G ia m b a tt is ta  
V ico ’ , The L i s t e n e r , 28 Sep tem ber, 1972, p.394*
51 . Vico c o n s id e re d  th a t  a l l  o th e r  d i s c i p l in e s  p roceeded  by a b s t r a c t i o n .
52 . O pere , I ,  p .8 6 .
53* I t  sho u ld  be n o te d  t h a t  when Vico th o u g h t o f  c a u s a t io n  he in d u lg ed  a 
n o tio n  w hich in c lu d ed  th e  fo u r  A r i s t o t e l i a n  c a u s e s : e f f i c i e n t ,  f i n a l ,
fo rm al and m a te r ia l .  S in ce  D e s c a r te s ,  most W estern p h ilo s o p h e rs  ha.ve 
c o n c e n tra te d  e x c lu s iv e ly  on e f f i c i e n t  c a u s a t io n .
54 . O pere , I ,  p . 9 1 .
M athem atical knowledge i s  t r u e  knowledge n o t because  i t s  p r o p o s i t io n s  
a re  c l e a r  and d i s t i n c t ,  b u t because  man makes them . Man does n o t have 
know ledge o f  m a te r ia l  th in g s  because  he does n o t make th e  e lem en ts  o f  
m a te r ia l  o b je c ts :
. . .  A r ith m e tic a ,  G eom etria , earumque so b o le s  M echanica su n t in  
hom in is  f a c u l t a t e ;  q u ia  in  i i s  ideo demonstramus verum, q u ia  
fa c im u s . P h y s ic a  autem  in  f a c u l t a t e  Dei O ptim i Maximi s u n t . . . 33
V ic o ’ s th e o ry  o f  knowledge a s  e la b o ra te d  in  th e  De A n tiq u iss im a  does 
n o t a v o id  a c e r t a i n  dichotom y in  human know ledge. On h i s  a n a ly s i s ,  man 
cou ld  know only  h i s  d e f i n i t i o n a l  o r nom inal w o rld ; knowledge o f  th e  r e a l  
w orld  was re s e rv e d  f o r  God. Hence th e re  a re  two seem ing a l t e r n a t i v e s  
f a c in g  man: e i t h e r  he can  o r i e n t a t e  h im se lf  tow ard th e  m a te r ia l ,  in  which 
case  he can n ev er co m p le te ly  p e n e t r a te  th e  o b je c t  o f  knowledge b u t on ly  
d e s c r ib e  i t  in  p iecem eal and e m p ir ic a l f a s h io n ;  o r he can d i r e c t  h i s  en e rg ­
ie s  tow ard th e  d e f i n i t i o n a l  o r nom inal w orld  in  which he can ach iev e  a
56
com plete  in s ig h t  in to  th e  n a tu re  and essen ce  o f  th e  o b je c t  o f  know ledge.
The De A n tiq u iss im a  l e f t  th e  r e a d e r  w ith  a  dilem m a. Man was face d  w ith  a
ch o ice  -  t r u e  knowledge o f  an u n re a l w o rld , o r p ro b ab le  knowledge o f  th e  r e a l
. . .  a s  f a r  a s  human sc ie n c e  r e f e r s  to  r e a l i t y  i t  i s  n o t c e r t a i n ,  
and a s  f a r  a s  i t  i s  c e r t a i n  i t  does n o t r e f e r  to  r e a l i t y .  37
The s o lu t io n  to  t h i s  dilemma ap p ea rs  in  The Hew S c ie n c e ; in d eed , th e  
d ilem m a's d i s s o lu t io n  i s  th e  new s c ie n c e .  By a s s e r t i n g  t h a t  h i s t o r i c a l  
knowledge m eets th e  re q u ire m e n ts  o f  th e  verum -  factum  p r i n c i p l e ,  and th a t  
i t  p e r t a in s  to  th e  r e a l  w o rld , Vico s o lv e s  th e  dilemm a. H is to ry  was th e  
one d i s c i p l in e  in  which man had t r u e  knowledge o f  th e  r e a l  w o rld .
In  The Hew S c ien ce  Vico ex ten d s  man’ s c r e a t iv e  a b i l i t y ,  beyond th e  
sphere  o f  th e  d e f i n i t i o n a l  w o rld , to  t h a t  o f  th e  c i v i l  w o rld . In d eed , he 
c o n s id e rs  t h a t
. . .  th e  f i r s t  in d u b i ta b le  p r in c ip le  . . .  i s  t h a t  t h i s  w orld 
o f  n a t io n s  h a s  c e r t a in l y  been  made by m e n ...  58
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55. i b i d . ,  I ,  p . 120.
56. See E rn s t  C a s s i r e r ,  op .c i t . ,  p.53*
57. A rth u r C h ild , o p . c i t . ,  p .2 8 6 .
58 . The New S c ie n c e . 349«
64 .
M an's c r e a t iv e  a b i l i t y  i s  th u s  no lo n g e r  r e s t r i c t e d ,  a s  i t  was in  th e  
be  A n tiq u is s im a , to  th e  nom inal w orld  o f  m ath em atic s; man now c r e a te s  
th e  c i v i l  w o rld , th e  w orld  o f  h i s t o r y .  Max F isc h  has an e x c e l le n t  
g rasp  o f  th e  c h an g e :
. . .  w hereas Vico had been  a  n o m in a l is t  in  h i s  c o n s t r u c t iv e  
th e o ry  o f  m a th em atic s , th e  new sc ie n c e  o f  h i s to r y ,  though 
a ls o  c o n s t r u c t iv e ,  has made a  r e a l i s t  o f  him . . . I n  th e  A ncien t 
Wisdom. God made r e a l i t i e s ,  and man in  h i s  most G odlike making 
made o n ly  f i c t i o n s .  In  th e  New S c ie n c e , man in  h i s  most God­
l i k e  making makes r e a l i t i e s ,  59
S ince  m an 's a b i l i t y  to  know i s  d i r e c t l y  p ro p o r t io n a l  to  h i s  c r e a t iv e
a b i l i t y ,  th e  rea lm  o f  h is to r y  becomes a p o t e n t i a l  sphere  o f  t r u e  know ledge.
H is to ry  b e lo n g s  to  th e  sp h ere  o f  th e  verum because  man makes i t :
. . .  h i s to r y  canno t be more c e r t a i n  th a n  when he who c r e a te s  
th e  th in g s  a ls o  d e s c r ib e s  them . 60
For V ico , th e r e f o r e ,  th e  p r o p o s i t io n s  o f  h i s to r y  can la y  a s  much
c la im  to  t r u t h  a s  th o se  o f  m a th em a tic s . In d eed , h i s to r y  p roceeded  in  a
manner s im i la r  to  m athem atics ex cep t t h a t  i t  d e a l t  w ith  th e  r e a l  w o rld :
Thus our S c ien ce  p ro cee d s  e x a c t ly  a s  does geom etry , w hich, w h ile  
i t  c o n s t r u c t s  o u t o f  i t s  e lem en ts  o r co n te m p la te s  th e  w orld  o f  
q u a n t i ty ,  i t s e l f  c r e a te s  i t ;  b u t w ith  a  r e a l i t y  g r e a te r  in  p ro ­
p o r t io n  to  th a t  o f  th e  o rd e r s  h av in g  to  do w ith  human a f f a i r s ,  
in  w hich th e re  a re  n e i th e r  p o in t s ,  l i n e s ,  s u r f a c e s ,  no r f i g u r e s .6 l
A ccord ing  to  V ic o 's  a n a ly s i s  th e  d i s c i p l i n e  o f  h is to r y  f u l f i l l s  th e
c r i t e r i o n  o f  knowledge and , in  a d d i t io n  c o n te m p la te s  th e  r e a l  w o rld . As
such , i t  was indeed  a  new sc ie n c e  and ta k e s  p recedence  over m athem atics
fo r  a lth o u g h  th e  l a t t e r  p e r t a in s  to  th e  sp h e re  o f  th e  verum i t  does n o t
r e l a t e  to  th e  r e a l  w o rld . H is to ry  i s  th e  on ly  d i s c i p l in e  t h a t  can la y
c la im  to  t r u e  knowledge o f  th e  r e a l  w o rld . S ince i t s  p ro p o s i t io n s  p e r ta in
to  th e  sp h ere  o f  th e  verum and s in c e  th e y  a l s o  p o s se ss  o n to lo g ic a l  c o n te n t ,
th e  dilemma th a t  had emerged in  th e  be A n tiq u iss im a  d is s o lv e d .
H is to ry ,  a s  th e  new sc ie n c e  o f  th e  verum and th e  factum  was th e  on ly
d i s c ip l in e  t h a t  p re se n te d  man w ith  know ledge o f  r e a l i t i e s .  In  view o f  t h i s
59. » ’Vico and P ra g m a tism ', p.413*
60 . The New S c ie n c e , 549*
6 1 . l o c , c i t .
Vico ex p re ssed  s u r p r is e  t h a t  th e  s c h o la r s  o f  h i s  day c u l t iv a t e d  predom in-
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a n t ly  th e  N a tu rw is se n sc h a fte n  r a th e r  th a n  th e  G e is te s w is s e n s c h a f te n :
whoever r e f l e c t s  on t h i s  canno t b u t m arvel t h a t  th e  p h ilo so p h e rs  
should  have b e n t a l l  t h e i r  e n e rg ie s  to  th e  study  o f  th e  w orld  
o f  n a tu re ,  w hich , s in c e  God made i t ,  He a lo n e  knows; and th a t  
they  should  have n e g le c te d  th e  s tudy  o f  th e  w orld  o f  n a t io n s  o r 
c i v i l  w o rld , w hich, s in c e  men had made i t ,  men co u ld  hope to  
know. 6 3
In  The New ScienceV ico  b ro u g h t to  f r u i t i o n  h is  sem inal id e a  t h a t  had 
f i r s t  ap p ea red  in  The S tudy M ethods. O s te n s ib ly , he has e la b o ra te d  a  new 
ep is tem o lo g y , one th a t  j u s t i f i e s  h i s t o r i c a l  knowledge and p r e s e n ts  i t  w ith  
a p h i lo s o p h ic a l  fo u n d a tio n .
Some Im p lic a t io n s  o f  th e  ’Verum-Factum’ P r in c ip le
A lthough i t  i s  g e n e ra l ly  ag ree d  th a t  V ic o ’ s achievem ent was one o f  
th e  f i r s t  m agnitude and t h a t  th e  verum -factum  p r in c ip le  s t i l l  f in d s  fav o u r
64
w ith  tw e n t ie th -c e n tu ry  h i s t o r i a n s ,  th e  V ich ian  argum ent has been su b je c te d  
to  c r i t i c i s m .  I t  has been  a s s e r te d  t h a t  th e  r o l e  Vico a s c r ib e s  to  p ro v id ­
ence im p lie s  in  some way th a t  man i s  n o t f u l l y  r e s p o n s ib le  f o r  th e  c o u rse  
o f  h i s to r y .  I f  i t  i s  p ro v id en ce  t h a t  g u id e s  th e  h i s t o r i c a l  p ro c e s s  and
65
en su re s  th e  s u rv iv a l  o f  hum an ity , in  what sense  can i t  be s a id  th a t  man
66
makes th e  c i v i l  w o rld . I f  man i s  o n ly  p a r t l y  r e s p o n s ib le  fo r  making i t  
can he p o s se ss  f u l l  knowledge o f  i t ?
The r o l e  a s c r ib e d  to ,  and th e  e x a c t n a tu re  o f ,  p ro v id en ce  in  th e  
V ich ian  th e o ry  o f  h is to r y  h as  been th e  c e n tre  o f  much c o n tro v e rs y . P erh ap s 
th e  re a so n  f o r  t h i s  i s  t h a t  when Vico h im se lf  does m ention i t  he i s  q u i te
67
ob scu re  and n o t alw ays co m p le te ly  c o n s i s t e n t .  S u f f ic e  i t  to  say th a t  
V ic o ’ s p ro v id en ce  i s  n o t a  tra n s c e n d e n t b u t an immanent one, s im i la r  to  
K a n t’ s ’ru s e  o f  n a t u r e ’ o r H e g e l’ s 'c u n n in g  o f  r e a s o n ' .  In  V ic o 's  scheme 
p ro v id en ce  does n o t d e te rm in e  man’s co u rse  o f  a c t io n  anc so man rem ains
6 2 . See Enzo P a c i ,  'V ico  and C a s s i r e r ’ , in  G io rg io  T a g lia c o z z o , o p . c i t , p.461
6 3 . The New S c ie n c e . 331»
64 . See A.& B . Donagan, P h ilo so p h y  o f  H is to r y , New Y ork, 19&5 » P*7 *
65 . See Ch.V.
66 . See B ruce M az lish , o p . c i t . t p .2 9 . A lso A rth u r C h ild , o p . c i t . .  p . 2 8 9 .
67 . See Appendix A.
6 6 .
f u l l y  r e s p o n s ib le ,  th e  maker o f  h is  h i s to r y .
S c h o la rs  have a ls o  p o in te d  to  problem s a r i s i n g  from th e  r e l a t i o n s h ip  
betw een th e  h i s t o r i a n 's  making and know ing. Vico a rg u e s  t h a t  b e fo re  one 
can  know som ething one must make i t .  Now g ra n te d  th a t  men make th e  e v e n ts  
o f  h i s to r y  and th a t  th e se  men were o th e r  th a n  th e  h i s to r i a n  th e  h i s t o r i c a l  
p ro c e s s  e x i s t s  in d e p en d en tly  o f  th e  in d iv id u a l  h i s t o r i a n .  I f  he does n o t 
make i t ,  and i t  would seem c l e a r  t h a t  he does n o t ,  how can  he know i t ?  In  
what sense  can th e  h i s t o r i a n  make v a l id  c la im s  to  know what o th e r  men have 
made?
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I t  i s  t h i s  o b s e rv a tio n  w hich in d ic a te s  t h a t  h i s to r y  does n o t s a t i s f y
th e  verum -  factum  c r i t e r i o n  in  p r e c i s e ly  th e  same way a s  m a th em a tic s . In
th e  l a t t e r  th e  em phasis i s  on c o n s t r u c t io n ;  in  th e  form er on r e c o n s t r u c t io n .
Max F is c h ’s su g g e s tio n  i s  n o t w ith o u t m e r i t i
th e  new s c ie n c e  i s  l i k e  m athem atics in  b e in g  c o n s t r u c t iv e ,  b u t 
th e  way in  w hich i t  s a t i s f i e s  th e  verum -  factum  c r i t e r i o n  i s  
d i f f e r e n t .  Men have made th e  w orld  o f  n a t io n s ;  i t  e x i s t s ;  i t  
i s  r e a l ,  a s  th e  w orld  o f  n a tu re  i s  and t h a t  o f  m athem atics i s  
n o t .  M oreover, in  making i t  th ey  have in  a sense  made th em se lv es , 
w hich th e y  can  s c a rc e ly  be s a id  to  do in  th e  co u rse  o f  making th e  
w orld  o f m a th em a tic s . B ut th e  s c ie n c e  o f  th e  w orld  o f  n a t io n s  
has n o t come ip so  f a c to  and p a r i  p a ssu  w ith  th e  m aking, a s  i t  
does in  th e  w orld  o f  m a th em atic s . The new sc ie n c e  comes r a th e r  
w ith  a rem ak ing , a  r e c o n s t r u c t i n g . . .  69
I f  F i s c h ’s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  i s  v a l id ,  and I  see no re a so n  to  r e j e c t  i t ,  h is to ry - 
s a t  i s f i e s  th e  verum -  fac tum  p r in c ip le  because  th e  h i s t o r i a n  rem akes, re c o n ­
s t r u c t s  th e  human p a s t .
The h i s t o r i a n  can r e c r e a t e  th e  p a s t  because  he h im se lf  i s  b o th  a  p a r t  
and a  p ro d u c t o f  th e  h i s t o r i c a l  p ro c e s s .  The d i s c i p l in e  o f  h i s to r y  i s  an 
a c t i v i t y  w hich ta k e s  p la c e  in  th e  human w o rld . C onsequen tly  th e  rem aking  
o f  th e  p a s t  n o t on ly  r e p r e s e n t s  b u t c o n t in u e s  and i s  p a r t  o f  th e  f i r s t  making 
I t  i s  f o r  t h i s  re a so n  t h a t  Vico a s s e r t s  t h a t  th e  p r in c ip le s  o f  h i s  new 
sc ie n c e  a re
. . .  to  be found w ith in  th e  m o d if ic a t io n s  o f  our own human m ind .70
6 8 . V ic o ’s co n cep t o f  p ro v id e n c e  i s  d is c u s s e d  a t  g r e a te r  le n g th  in  Ch.V
69 . 'V ico and P ragm atism ’ , p.4-13*
7 0 . The New S c ie n c e , 331.
S in ce  th e  h i s t o r i a nH is to r i c a l  e v e n ts  a re  p ro d u c ts  o f  human m inds.
i s  a ls o  p o sse sse d  o f  a human mind i t  i s  p o s s ib le  fo r  him to  know th e s e
e v e n ts  in  th e  f u l l e s t  sense o f  th e  w ord. In  o th e r  w ords, what Vico i s
sa y in g , i s  t h a t  what one man h as  made, a n o th e r  man can  u n d e rs ta n d , i f  he
71
ta k e s  th e  tim e and e f f o r t .  The h i s t o r i a n  can r e c r e a te  and so know what
o th e r  man have made i f  he h im se lf  knows w hat i t  i s  to  be a man. H. A.
Hodges e x p re s se s  i t  in  t h i s  way:
whoever knows in  h im se lf  what i t  i s  to  im ag ine, o r th in k ,  o r 
d e s i r e ,  o r p la n , o r  r e s o lv e ,  knows th e  way in  w hich t h i s  
w orld  i s  made. 72
I n t r o s p e c t io n ,  th e r e f o r e ,  p la y s  a la rg e  r o le  in  th e  V ich ian  th e o ry .
Vico v iew s h i s to r y  a s  a  form  o f  com m unication . To communicate w ith  a n o th e r  
peop le  n e c e s s i t a t e s  b o th  a  knowledge o f  o n e s e lf  and f a m i l i a r i t y  w ith  th e  
a r t e f a c t s  o f  th e  c u l tu r e  under c o n s id e r a t io n .  I t  i s  on ly  by a d o p tin g  th e  
m ental a t t i t u d e  o f  th e  maker t h a t  th e  h i s t o r i a n  can f u l l y  understand , and so 
know th e  e v e n ts  o f  h i s to r y .  S ta n le y  Diamond e x p re s se s  t h i s  id e a  in  e x c e l l ­
en t f a s h io n :
. . .  th e  a b s o lu te  p r e r e q u i s i t e  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  c o n sc io u sn e s s  is. an 
u n r e le n t in g  e x p lo ra t io n  o f  th e  s e l f  a s  i t  does e x i s t  and may be 
im agined to  e x i s t .  The f a c t s  o f  o th e r  c u l tu r e s ,  th e  a r t i f a c t s ,  
m e n t i f a c ts ,  and s o c io f a c t s ,  a r e  th e  e x te r n a l  phenomena, th e  in ­
d i r e c t  ev id en ce  w hich must be tra c k e d  down to  t h e i r  human 
s o u rc e s .  The c o n c e p tu a l iz a t io n  o f  a n o th e r  c u l tu r e  o r o f  a n o th e r  
p e r io d  in  h is to r y  ( th e  p roblem  i s  th e  same) i s  th e  r e s u l t  o f  th e  
i n t e r a c t io n  o f  th e  sense  o f  s e l f  w ith  th e  a r t i f a c t s  o f  a n o th e r  
tim e and p la c e .  73
I f  h i s to r y  was to  meet th e  verum -  fac tum  c r i t e r i o n ,  Vico had to  assume 
th a t  human n a tu re  rem ain s  e s s e n t i a l l y  c o n s ta n t .  Manson has em phasised  t h i s  
po i n t :
th e  p r in c ip le  on w hich th e  v a l i d i t y  o f  th e  method o f  i n t r o s p e c t ­
io n  r e s t s  i s  t h a t  o f  th e  u n ifo rm ity  o r  c o n t in u i ty  o f  human n a tu r e .  
As th e  w orld  o f  h i s to r y  h as  been  made ou t o f  th e  m o d if ic a t io n s  
o f  th e  human mind in  th e  p a s t ,  so th e  w orld  o f  h i s to r y  can be 
known by th e  m o d if ic a t io n s  o f  th e  mind in  th e  p re s e n t  f o r  human 
n a tu re  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  alw ays and everyw here th e  same. 74
67.
71.  See H.A. Hodges, ’Vico and D i l th e y ’ , in  G io rg io  T a g lia c o z z o , o p . c i t . .  
p .4 4 1 .
72 .  i b i d . ,  P .442 .
73» P r im it iv e  Views o f  th e  W orld , New Y ork, 1964» p .x iv .
74» R ich ard  Manson, o p . c i t . ,  p p .2 9 -3 0 .
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It is evident that the validity of Vico’s constructive theories of history 
depends on an indissoluble connexion between knower and known. The theory 
assumes, in other words, that when man studies history he is studying him­
self: "we are able to know the object of the human studies because we our-
75
selves are that object".
Vico's tenet that human nature remains fundamentally constant has 
initiated a great deal of comment. The concept denoted by the phrase "human 
nature" is one that does not meet with universal approval for it is a concept 
for which no suitable alternative has yet evolved. It can also be asked what 
is the precise meaning of constant. Perhaps the most serious objection is, 
however, that the belief that human nature remains relatively constant is 
only an assumption. This objection must be sustained but it must also be 
asserted that it is a necessary assumption. If human nature has not remain­
ed in some way constant, if there is no continuity within human nature, then 
communication with the human past is impossible and the labours of historians 
vain.
Although the verum - factum principle indulged a number of assumptions 
it was a momentous innovation. Its primary contribution was to establish 
historical knowledge on philosophical foundations. Since history is indub­
itably something that is made by the human mind it is especially adapted to 
be an object of human knowledge. Since man creates the entire fabric of the 
civil world, every detail of it is a human factum and hence eminently know-
76
able by the historian.
It is worth emphasising that Vico's argument is merely a purported 
justification of historical knowledge. His principle does not imply that 
the historian knows but only that he can know in the sense that he has a 
capacity to know events of the human past. Actual knowledge of these events 
is the product of research.
A further contribution of the verum - factum principle is that it
75» H.A. Hodges, op.cit., p.441*
76. See R.G. Collingwood, op.cit., pp.64-65.
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defines history as an independent discipline. History is no longer an
ancillary pursuit but one that is valued for its own sake. Since it is
the only discipline that can make valid claims to knowledge of the real
world it occupies a unique position among the disciplines. It was this
state of affairs that Vico saw clearly, and according to Ernst Cassirer
... what he defended with complete decisiveness against 
Descartes, was the methodological uniqueness and the 
distinctive value of historical knowledge. 77
Since history is a unique intellectual pursuit it requires its own
specific methods and peculiar procedures. The methods of mathematics
are unsuitable since they pertain to an unreal world. Those of the
natural sciences are equally unacceptable for they and history are
irreducibly distinct:
physiology and physics are spurious models in the social 
sciences because they are concerned with a reality which 
man finds, not with one which he makes. 78
Vico’s epistemology also isolates the goal of historical investigat­
ion. His assertion that the principles of history are to 'be found with-
79
in the modifications of our own human mind" indicates that the historian’s 
aim is
to recover human thinking, however different from our 
own it may have been... 80
The goal of the historian’s knowledge is not human facta as such but the 
thought which has effected these facta. Human artefacts are only of 
relevance to the historian insofar as they tell him of man. It is there­
fore the task of the historian to concern himself with
... the realm of meaning and value, of intentions, goals, 
desires, aims, and drives that are specifically human... 81
If the historian has a grasp of these concepts then it is possible for
77« op.cit.. p.52.
78. Werner Stark, The Fundamental Forms of Social Thought. London, 1962,
p. 12.
79« The New Science. 349*
80. A.& B. Donagan, op.cit.. p.7.
81. J.M. Edie, ’Vico and Existential Philosophy’, in Giorgio Tagliacozzo, 
op.cit., p.490.
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him to  know how th e  c i v i l  w orld  was c r e a te d .  I t  i s  human th o u g h t, th e r e ­
f o r e ,  n o t th in g s ,  t h a t  c o n s t i t u t e s  th e  h i s t o r i a n 's  u l t im a te  g o a l .
By d e f in in g  th e  g o a l o f  h i s t o r i c a l  knowledge Vico th u s  i s o la te d  a
ty p e  o f  know ledge t h a t  had , u n t i l  h i s  tim e , been l i t t l e  s t r e s s e d .  I t  i s
n o t p r o p o s i t io n a l  know ledge, 'know ing t h a t ' ;  nor i s  i t  th e  knowledge th a t
comes w ith  th e  a c q u i s i t i o n  o f  s k i l l s ,  'knowing h o w '. I t  i s  r a th e r  an
e x p e r i e n t i a l  know ledge, th e  ty p e  o f  knowledge th a t  i s  had by a p a r t i c ip a n t
b u t ,  n o t by an o b s e rv e r .  I t  i s  knowledge in  th e  sense  o f  'know ing what i t
i s  to  be p o o r ' ,  'know ing what i t  i s  to  s u f f e r ' .  I t  i s  knowledge in  th e
sense o f  u n d e rs ta n d in g . V ico , in  th e  words o f  I s a ia h  B e r l in ,
uncovered  a  s p e c ie s  o f  knowing n o t p re v io u s ly  c l e a r ly  
d is c r im in a te d ,  th e  embryo th a t  l a t e r  g rew ' in to  th e  
a m b itio u s  and lu x u r ia n t  p la n t  o f  German h i s t o r i c  i s t  
V ers teh en  -  em p a th e tic  in s ig h t ,  i n t u i t i v e  sy m p a th y ... 82
In  a d d i t io n  to  d e f in in g  th e  goal o f  h i s t o r i c a l  know ledge, th e  
verum -  factum  p r in c ip le  a l s o  su g g e s ts  th e  means by w hich i t  can be re a c h e d . 
I t  im p lie s  t h a t  th e  p ro p e r o b je c t  o f  th e  h i s t o r i a n 's  study  i s  w hatever has 
su rv iv ed  from  p a s t  human a c t i v i t y  -  a l l  human f a c t a . A ll a r t e f a c t s  shed 
l i g h t  on p a s t  human th o u g h t:
. . .  in  h i s  fundam ental p r in c ip le  he im p lied  t h a t  no t on ly  t r u t h ­
f u l  te s tim o n y  by o b se rv a n t w itn e s s e s ,  b u t every  s u rv iv a l  o f p a s t  
human a c t io n s ,  i s  p o t e n t i a l  h i s t o r i c a l  e v id e n c e . M ytho log ies 
and p o p u la r  t r a d i t i o n s  w hich, ta k e n  a t  fa c e  v a lu e , a re  a b su rd , 
can d is c lo s e  much to  th e  com petent h i s t o r i a n  about th e  th in k in g  
o f  th e  p e o p le s  who c re a te d  them , 83
V ic o 's  ep istem o lo g y  im p lie s  th a t  a l l  c u l t u r a l  m a te r ia l ,  a n y th in g  th a t  
man h as  added to  n a tu r e ,  can  be h e lp fu l  to  th e  h i s t o r i a n  in  h i s  i n v e s t i g a t ­
io n s .  H is  verum -  fac tum  p r in c ip le  th e r e f o r e  j u s t i f i e s  th e  p ro ced u re  o f 
th e  p r e h i s t o r i c  a r c h a e o lo g is t  who a tte m p ts  to  r e c r e a te  th e  w orld o f  p re ­
h i s t o r i c  man from  th e  s i l e n t  re m a in s , th e  dumb r e l i c s ,  th a t  he h as  l e f t  
b e h in d . Given V ic o 's  th e o ry ,  th e  p r e h i s to r i a n  i s  j u s t i f i e d ,  fo r  acc o rd in g  
to  h i s  (V ic o 's )  a n a ly s i s
82. 'A Note on V ic o 's  C oncept o f  K now ledge', in  G io rg io  T a g lia c o z z o , o p , c i t . ,
P.375.
83. A . &B.  D onagan, op . c i t . ,  p .8 .
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h is to r y  was to  be re a d  n o t m erely in  books, b u t a ls o  in  th e  
c o u n t le s s  t r a c e s  man had l e f t  beh ind  him in  h i s  p ilg rim a g e  
down th e  a g e s . . .  84
S ince  h i s t o r i c a l  ev id en ce  i s  n o t c o n fin e d  to  w r i t t e n  r e c o rd s  V ic o ’ s 
t e n e t s  imply th a t  th e  h i s t o r i a n  must be a c t i v e .  S to n e s , bones and u n in ­
t e l l i g i b l e  myths do n o t speak o f  t h e i r  own a c c o rd . I t  i s  on ly  when th e y  
a re  in te r p r e te d  in  th e  l i g h t  o f  some s u i ta b le  model t h a t  th e y  r e v e a l  t h e i r - 
s e c r e t s .  A lthough s to n e s  and myths a re  p o te n t i a l  h i s t o r i c a l  ev idence they  
w i l l  rem ain  such u n t i l  th e  h i s t o r i a n  makes them sp eak . The h i s t o r i a n ,  th e n , 
has to  approach  h i s  d a ta  in  an a c t iv e  f a s h io n .  What he knows o f  th e  p a s t  
w i l l  depend n o t on ly  on th e  c u l tu r a l  phenomena a t  h i s  d is p o s a l  b u t a l s o  on 
h i s  own c r e a t iv e  o r  r e c o n s t r u c t iv e  a b i l i t y :
a  t r u e  knowledge o f  r e a l i t y  i s  p o s s ib le  f o r  th e  human mind 
in s o fa r  a s  t r u t h  can  be c r e a te d  by th e  human m ind. The 
l i m i t s  o f  knowledge depend on th e  l i m i t s  o f th e  c r e a t iv e  
f a c u l ty  o f  man. 85
I t  i s  on th e  r e c o n s t r u c t iv e  elem ent in  th e  knowing p ro c e s s  t h a t  th e
86
V ich ian  ep istem o lo g y  la y s  heavy em phasis . H i s to r i c a l  knowledge does n o t 
c o n s is t  o f  a c c e p tin g  in  p a s s iv e  fa s h io n  th e  r e p o r t s  o f  w itn e s s e s  and 
c h r o n ic le r s .  I t  i s  r a th e r  a r e c o n s t r u c t io n  -  th e  p ro d u c t o f  the  i n t e r ­
a c t io n  betw een th e  human mind and th e  a r t e f a c t s  from  th e  p a s t .
V ic o 's  th e o ry  o f  know ledge, th e n , had two consequences o f  momentous 
im p o rt. I t  s e t  h i s t o r i c a l  knowledge on a f irm  e p is te m o lo g ic a l fo u n d a tio n  
and so e s ta b l i s h e d  i t  a s  a w orthy i n t e l l e c t u a l  p u r s u i t .  H is to ry  co u ld  no 
lo n g e r be t r e a t e d  w ith  th e  d is d a in  o f  a  D e s c a r te s .
F u rth e rm o re , i t  p o in te d  th e  way in  w hich th e  h i s to r i a n  m ight app roach  
h i s  m a te r ia l .  T h is  was c r u c i a l  to  V ico, f o r  h i s  p re o c c u p a tio n  was w ith  a 
p e r io d  o f  h i s to r y  fo r  w hich th e re  was a p p a re n tly  no d i r e c t  e v id e n c e . Hence 
more so th a n  had he been concerned  w ith  ’n o rm a l’ e v id e n c e , he had to  be 
a c t i v e ,  to  r e c o n s t r u c t ,  w hich in v o lv ed  b u i ld in g  a  m odel. Vico was a s s i s t ­
ed in  t h i s  by h i s  e p is te m o lo g ic a l s o lu t io n  fo r  i t  im p lied  a dynamic c o n c e p t­
io n  o f  the  h i s t o r i c a l  p ro c e s s  w hich he p roceeded  to  e l a b o r a te .
84.  Paul H azard , The European Mind ( 1680-1715). London, 1953» p •413-
85.  R ich ard  Manson, o p . c i t . ,  p .1 9 .
86.  See Bertrand R u s s e l l ,  Wisdom o f  the West, London, 1959» p .208 .
CHAPTER V
A DEVELOPMENTAL MODEL 
The Scope o f th e  Model
The s p e c if ic  ta sk  w ith  which Vico p ro fessed  to  d ea l in  The New Science 
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was g e n t i le  h is to r y  from th e  deluge to  th e  H annibalic  in v a s io n s  o f I t a l y .
I t  was a f t e r  th e  deluge th a t  g e n t i le  c i v i l i s a t i o n  began, f o r ,  accord ing
to  V ico, i t  was only  th en  th a t  th e  b e s t i a l  c r e a tu r e s ,  who were the  founders
3
o f th e  n a t io n s ,  began to  e x t r ic a te  them selves from t o t a l  immersion in  N a tu re .
4
H is aim, th e r e f o r e ,  was to  g ive an account o f  th e  o r ig in s  o f  g e n t i le  hum anity:
our tre a tm en t o f  i t  ^/gentile h is to ry /m u s t tak e  i t s  s t a r t  from 
th e  tim e th a t  th e se  c r e a tu r e s  1 2345 67 began to  th in k  humanly. 6
S ince he in tended  The New Science to  t r e a t  only o f p rofane h is to r y ,  
th e  p re d ilu v ia n  p e rio d  played l i t t l e  p a r t  in  h is  th e o r ie s .  When he d id  
m ention i t ,  he accep ted  th e  b ib l i c a l  account a s  h is  g u id e . G en era lly , how­
e v e r, he made l i t t l e  comment on i t  and made use  o f i t  on ly  to  ex p la in  the  
a c tu a l  e x is te n c e  o f th e  ’m en -b easts’ who provided  th e  i n i t i a l  s tim u lu s  to  
g e n t i le  h i s to r y .  Thomas b e r ry  a c c u ra te ly  a s s e s s e s  V ic o 's  use o f th e  p re d ilu v ­
ian  when he s t r e s s e s  th a t  a l l  V ic o 's
re a so n in g  on th e  a b so lu te  b eg in n in g s  o f h is to ry  was only  
a c c id e n ta l  to  h i s  c o n s id e ra tio n  o f th a t  second beg inn ing  
o f  h is to ry  which took p lace  a f t e r  the  f lo o d . 7
by r e s t r i c t i n g  h im se lf to  an exam ination o f th e  o r ig in s  o f g e n t i le
h is to r y ,  Vico was a b le  to  escape th e  co n v en tio n a l l im i ta t io n s  which confined
th e  s c h o la rs  o f  h is  day and y e t p re serv e  h is  orthodoxy. He could bypass
th e  s c r ip tu r a l  framework th a t  had bound th in k e rs  such a s  Hobbes and
1. by "gentile"  Vico meant non-Hebraic. H is aim was to deal with th at h isto ry  
o f which the C hristian  b ib le  said n oth ing. In actu al fa c t  he concentrated  
on the antecedants o f  Greek and Roman h is to r y .
2 . See The Autobiography, p.165 .
3 . V ico’ s use o f "nation" i s  d iscussed  below. See p .78 .
4 . For V ico’ s d e f in it io n  o f  humanity see below, p.73*
5. i . e . ,  the semi-human, sem i-b e stia l creatu res who in i t ia te d  h is to r y .
6 . The New S c ien ce . 338.
7 . The H is to r ic a l Theory o f Giam battista V ico . Washington, 1949» P*117•
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Spinoza, and so treat of history in a secular and rational fashion. The 
distinction between profane and sacred history removed the obligation to 
interpret all history in terms of ‘'revealed truths1' and so he was free to 
present an explanation of gentile origins in terms of non-supernatural
9
events. He was at liberty to use whatever explanatory models he consider­
ed most fruitful in explaining the historical data he had at his disposal.
8
History: a Two-Edged Process
The model Vico employed to account for his historical data was basic­
ally a progressive or developmental one. This conception of history was 
a direct consequence of his fundamentally dynamic epistemology that was 
examined in the previous chapter. Man could truly know only what he had 
made. The only reality, however, which man had created was history, his­
torical reality. Since it was continually subject to creation, historical 
reality was in a constant state of flux. To understand properly historical 
artefacts, therefore, one must view them as evolutionary products:
the nature of things is nothing but their coming into being 
(nascimento) at certain times and in certain fashions. When­
ever the time and fashion is thus and so, such and not other­
wise are the things that come into being. 10
In Vico's view, therefore, the nature of any cultural object or event 
was not to be defined in terms of some immutable, eternal essence, but in 
terms of its historicity, its place in space and time. To explain an his­
torical phenomenon was to give an account of its origin:
we explain the particular ways in which they [historical 
phenomena^ come into being, that is to say, their nature... 11
According to Vico, then, historical artefacts were characterised by their
place in the historical process. They could be properly interpreted only
8. I do not wish to imply that an explanation invoking supernatural causes 
is irrational but simply that it is more than rational, i.e., 
suprarational.
9. See T. Whittaker, 'Vico's New Science of Humanity', Mind, 33» 1926, p.63.
10. The New Science, 147.
11. ibid., 346.
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w ith in  t h e i r  c u l t u r a l  c o n te x t .  H is to r ic a l  r e a l i t y ,  a s  th e  p ro c e s s  by which 
th e se  a r t e f a c t s  were made, was th e r e f o r e  developm en ta l in  n a tu r e .
Vico arg u ed  t h a t  b e fo re  th e  h i s t o r i c a l  p ro c e ss  began , mam had been  
co m p le te ly  b e r e f t  o f  c u l tu r e .  He p o sse ssed  no lan g u ag e , no s o c ia l  i n s t i t ­
u t io n s ,  no custom s, no lav/s; he was l i k e  th e  b e a s ts  o f  th e  f i e l d ,  t o t a l l y  
12
immersed in  N a tu re . Man, how ever, p o sse ssed  th e  p o t e n t i a l  to  r i s e  above 
th e  n a tu r a l  w orld  by making c u l t u r a l  o b je c t s .  When th e  m en -b easts  o f  th e  
p o s t - d i lu v ia n  began to  do t h i s ,  th e  h i s t o r i c a l  p ro c e s s  was i n i t i a t e d .
The h i s t o r i c a l  p ro c e s s  was th e r e f o r e  synonymous w ith  th e  p ro d u c tio n  
o f  c u l t u r a l  phenomena and th e  emergence o f  c i v i l i s a t i o n  o r th e  w orld  o f  
n a t io n s .  The l a t t e r  had n o t apnea red  a s  a com pleted  p ro d u c t -  a  g i f t  o f
13
th e  gods o r a s  Vico would say , " a s  a  f ro g  . . .  bo rn  o f  a  summer showre r ” . I t  
was a  human p ro d u c t and th e  r e s u l t  o f  a slow and g ra d u a l grow th th a t  was 
s t i l l  o c c u r r in g .
I t  was V ic o ’s c o n te n tio n  th a t  th e  a c t i v i t y  w hich had produced  th e  
c u l t u r a l  w orld  was n o t on ly  o b je c t iv e  in  i t s  e f f e c t s ;  i t  a ls o  c a r r i e d  w ith  
i t  s u b je c t iv e  consequences -  man h im se lf  was n o t l e f t  u n to u ch ed . In deed , 
i t  was V ic o ’ s b e l i e f  th a t  by making h i s  lan g u ag e , m yths, cu stom s, law s -  h i s  
c u l tu r e  -  man had in  a  sen se  made h im s e lf .  In  th e  h i s t o r i c a l  p ro c e s s  man 
had g e n e ra te d  h i s  hum anity :
we have s e t  f o r th  above in  th e  P o e tic  Economy how th e  fo u n d e rs  
o f  g e n t i l e  hum anity in  a  c e r t a i n  sense  g e n e ra te d  and p roduced  
in  th e m se lv es  th e  p ro p er human form  in  i t s  two a s p e c ts :  t h a t  i s ,  
how by means o f  f r i g h t f u l  r e l i g io n s  and t e r r i b l e  p a te r n a l  powers 
and sa c re d  a b lu t io n s  th ey  b ro u g h t f o r th  from  t h e i r  g ia n t  b o d ie s  
th e  form  o f  our j u s t  c o rp o ra tu re ,  and how by th e  d i s c i p l i n e  o f 
t h e i r  h o useho ld  economy they  b ro u g h t f o r th  from  t h e i r  b e s t i a l  
m inds th e  form  o f  our human m ind. 14
Humanity w as, in  more th a n  one se n se , s e l f  p ro d u c t iv e .  I t  i s  V ic o ’ s em phasi 
on t h i s  p o in t  t h a t  h as  le d  s c h o la r s  to  a f f i rm  th a t  " th e  p r in c ip le  o f  th e  
New S c ien ce  i s  t h i s :  hum anity i s  i t s  own c r e a t io n ” . 15
12. i b i d . .  1097.
13. i b i d . ,  738.
14. i b i d . ,  6 9 2 .
15. S tu a r t  G i lb e r t ,  'Prolegom m ena to  Work in  P ro g re s s ’ , in  Samuel B e c k e t t ,  
Our E xag im atio n  Round H is P a c t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  In cam in a tio n  o f  Work in  
P r o g r e s s , London, 1961 , p .5 1 .
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In  V ic o 's  view  th e  h i s t o r i c a l  p ro c e s s  was th e r e f o r e  n o t an o rd e r  
e x t r in s ic  and a l i e n  to  man b u t one o f  w hich he was p a r t .  In deed , i t  was 
an o rd e r  in  w hich he was t o t a l l y  immersed; an o rd e r  in  w hich he c re a te d
16
" a is  own b e in g  in  i t s  id e a l  p le n t i tu d e  and i t s  e x i s t e n t i a l  c o n c re te n e s s " .
Man was n o t a s t a t i c  b e in g  b u t one th a t  ev o lv ed , and a s  such , a  b e in g  th a t  
was n o t a  f in i s h e d  p ro d u c t. Man was a f i n i t e  b e in g , p o sse sse d  o f  i n t e l l e c t  
and w i l l  and w ith  th e  p o t e n t i a l  to  d e v e lo p . He was " n o sse , v e l l e ,  posse
17
f in itu m , quod t e n d i t  ad In f in i tu m " .  I t  was by a c t u a l i s i n g  h i s  p o t e n t i a l
th a t  man c o u ld  become h im s e lf .  He was fu n d am en ta lly  a  p i lg r im  b e in g  and in
18
h is to ry  he v e n tu re d  on h i s  jo u rn ey  tow ard h i s  hum anity .
Vico arg u ed  th a t  th e  c r i t e r i o n  o f  hum anity was n o t b io lo g ic a l  fo rm .
19
He in  no way su g g es ted  th a t  human p h y sio lo g y  underw ent a  r a d ic a l  change .
What c o n s t i tu te d  hum anity was an i n c l in a t io n  tow ard s o c ia b le n e s s .  M an's
20
" n a tu re  h a s  t h i s  p r in c ip le  p ro p e r ty :  t h a t  o f  b e in g  s o c i a l " .  In  t h i s  p o s tu l ­
a te  Vico was in  agreem ent w ith  th e  c l a s s i c a l  t r a d i t i o n  o f  humanism:
m an 's hum anity i s  q u in t e s s e n t i a l l y  h i s  s o c i a l i t y ,  h i s  power, 
t h a t  i s ,  to  g e n e ra te ,  to  s u s ta in  and to  f r u c t i f y  th e  r e l a t i o n s  
o f  community, 21
S o c ia b le n e s s ,  how ever, was n o t an a t t r i b u t e  con co m itan t w ith  th e  
o r ig in  o r  c r e a t io n  o f  man. The c r e a to r  had n o t embedded in  him some 
e t e r n a l ,  unchang ing  e sse n c e ; s o c ia b le n e s s  was r a th e r  som eth ing  man h im se lf
a c q u ire d . Man had been c r e a te d  w ith  th e  p o te n t i a l  to  become s o c ia b le ,  and
22
hence human, b u t he had a ls o  been  endowed w ith  f r e e - w i l l .  To t h r u s t
s o c ia b le n e s s  upon him would be to  remove t h i s  f r e e - w i l l  and so d e s tro y  him;
he had to  choose i t  f r e e l y .  W erner S ta rk  c a p tu re s  V ic o 's  m eaning:
because  o f  h i s  freedom , he co u ld  n o t be g iv en  s o c i a l i t y  s t r a i g h t  
away, l i k e  th e  a n t o r th e  b e e . S o c ia l i ty  had to  be h e ld  o u t to  
him a s  a developm en ta l g o a l ,  an id e a l  which th e  r e a l  cou ld  and 
would app rox im ate  i f  man in  h i s  freedom  would on ly  t r y  to  become
16. A. G a p o n ig r i ,  Time and I d e a , London, 1955» p.5»
17» O b e r e , I I ,  p . 2 2 .
18.  See The Mew S c ie n c e , 29 ,  1089.
19. The e v o lu t io n  o f  th e  human body from i t s  g ig a n t i c  to  i t s  human form was 
a  change w i th in  s p e c ie s ,  n o t  o f  s p e c i e s .
20 .  The New S c ie n c e . 2 .  See a l s o  O pere , I I ,  p.51> H I »  P*50.
21 .  A. C a p o n ig r i ,  o p . c i t . ,  p.55*
22 . See The Mew S c ie n c e , 1 3 6 , 510.
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h im se lf ,  t h a t  i s ,  i f  he would t r y  t r u l y  to  humanize h im s e lf .  23 
V ico ’ s h i s t o r i c a l  p ro c e s s  m ight th e re fo re  be term ed tw o-edged . I t  
was a  dynamism p o s se s s in g  b o th  an ’ i n s i d e ’ and an ’o u t s id e ’ . The l a t t e r  
c o n s is te d  o f th e  p ro c e s s io n  o f  c u l t u r a l  phenomena; th e  fo rm er, th e  d ev e lo p ­
ment o f hum anity . These o rd e r s  d id  n o t p ro c e s s  a s  in d e p en d en t, p a r a l l e l  
movements b u t were o rg a n ic a l ly  r e l a t e d ;  th e  e x te rn a l  rea lm  c o n d itio n e d  th e  
in te r n a l :
th e  o rd e r  o f  id e a s  must fo llo w  th e  o rd e r  o f  th in g s .  24
In  l ik e  manner th e  in t e r n a l  sp h ere  s e t  l i m i t s  on th e  e x te r n a l :
governm ents must conform  to  th e  n a tu re  o f  th e  men governed . 25
The two o r d e r s ,  in  f a c t ,  were m erely th e  re v e r s e  and o bverse  s id e s  o f  th e
one p ro c e s s .  The p ro g re s s io n  o f  c u l t u r a l  phenomena was n o th in g  more no r
le s s  th a n  a  r e f l e c t i o n  o f  th e  developm ent o f hum an ity . Man became what he
26
was by fa s h io n in g  th e  w orld  o f  n a t io n s .
The D evelopm ental N ature o f  th e  Human Mind
S ince  hum anity was an h i s t o r i c a l  a c q u i s i t i o n ,  i t  fo llo w ed  th a t  r a t i o n ­
a l i t y  was o f  a s im i la r  n a tu r e .  The human mind was n o t a  s e l f - c o n ta in e d
p r in c ip le  o f  m otion . In d eed , to  co n ce iv e  o f  i t  a s  such was " to  r e p e a t  in
27
h is to r y  th e  se d u c tiv e  f a l l a c y  o f  r e c t i l i n e a r  i n e r t i a l  m otion in  p h y s ic s " . 
R a t io n a l i ty  was n o t a c o n s ta n t  component o f  th e  human mind b u t som ething 
w hich dev e lo p ed :
28
. . .  men were f o r  a  lo n g  p e r io d  in c a p a b le  o f  t r u t h  and o f  re a s o n . 
P erhaps one o f  V ico ’ s most f r u i t f u l  s u g g e s tio n s  was th e  id e a  t h a t  th e  
lo g ic  o f  human th o u g h t cou ld  be r e c o n s tr u c te d  a s  i t  had m a n ife s te d  i t s e l f  
th ro u g h  th e  a g e s . He c la im ed  t h a t  th e  human mind n o t on ly  evo lved  b u t t h a t  
i t  d id  so in  a s p e c i f ic  o rd e r :
23 . ’G ia m b a ttis ta  V ico ’ s S o cio logy  o f  Knowledge’ , in  G io rg io  T a g lia c o z z o , 
G ia m b a ttis ta  Vico -  An I n te r n a t io n a l  Symposium, B a ltim o re , 1969» p .2 9 8 . 
24» The New S c ie n c e , 238.
2 5 . i b i d . .  246 .
26 . I t  i s  o f  p a s s in g  i n t e r e s t  t h a t  one o f  Gordon C h ild e ’s most p o p u la r  a rc h ­
a e o lo g ic a l  p u b l ic a t io n s  was e n t i t l e d ,  'Man Makes H im s e l f '.
2 7 . G. He S a n t i l l a n a ,  ’Vico and H e s c a r t e s ',  O s i r i s . 9, 1950» p .575 •
2 8 . The New S c ie n c e . 350.
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Men a t  f i r s t  f e e l  w ith o u t o b se rv in g , th en  they  observe  w ith  
a t ro u b le d  and a g i t a t e d  s p i r i t ,  f i n a l l y  th e y  r e f l e c t  w ith  a 
c l e a r  m ind. 29
S in ce  he argued  t h a t  th e  f i r s t  men were p o sse sse d  o f  a  n a tu re  t h a t
30
was l i t t l e  d i f f e r e n t  from  t h a t  o f b e a s ts  he p o s tu la te d  t h a t  th e  p r im o rd ia l
hunan mind was dom inated by th e  se n se s :
And human n a tu re ,  so f a r  a s  i t  i s  l i k e  t h a t  o f  a n im a ls , c a r r i e s  
w ith  i t  t h i s  p r o p e r ty ,  t h a t  th e  se n se s  a re  i t s  so le  way o f  
knowing th in g s .  31
I n  th e  e a r ly  s ta g e s  o f  i t s  developm ent th e  human mind was immersed in  th e  
co r .c re te , b e in g  in  no way a b s t r a c t  o r r e f l e c t i v e .  Only a s  th e  h i s t o r i c a l  
p rcce ss  u n fo ld ed  d id  th e  r a t i o n a l  o r r e f l e c t i v e  component o f  th e  mind 
emerge and become dom inant:
The human mind i s  n a tu r a l ly  in c l in e d  by th e  se n se s  to  see 
i t s e l f  e x te r n a l ly  in  th e  body, and only  w ith  g r e a t  d i f f i c u l t y  
does i t  come to  a t te n d  to  i t s e l f  by means o f  r e f l e c t i o n .  32
An analogy w hich Vico used  to  e x p la in  h i s  th e o ry  was th e  knowing
p rc c e s s .  He argued  th a t  th e  o p e ra t io n  o f  t h i s  p ro c e s s  fo r  th e  human ra c e
was s im ila r  to  i t s  op eration  in  the in d iv id u a l. He took A r i s t o t l e ' s
dictum  -  n i h i l  e s t  in  i n t e l l e c t u  qu in  p r iu s  f u e r i t  in  sen su  -  and a p p lie d
i t  to  th e  human r a c e :
Throughout t h i s  book i t  w i l l  be shown th a t  on ly  so much a s  th e  
p o e ts  had f i r s t  sensed  o f  v u lg a r  wisdom d id  th e  p h ilo so p h e rs  
l a t e r  u n d e rs tan d  o f  e s o te r i c  wisdom; so t h a t  th e  fo rm er may be 
s a id  to  have been th e  sense  and th e  l a t t e r  th e  i n t e l l e c t  o f  
th e  human r a c e .  33
A f u r th e r  analogy  Vico employed to  e x p la in  h i s  p o s tu la te d  e v o lu tio n
o f  th e  human mind was th e  developm ent o f  th e  in d iv id u a l .  T h is  com parison
34
was to  some e x te n t a r e f l e c t i o n  o f  h i s  p ed ag o g ica l i n t e r e s t s .  In  h i s  
p r o f e s s io n a l  c a re e r  he had been  in  c lo s e  c o n ta c t  w ith  a d o le s c e n ts  and was 
th e re f o r e  in  a p o s i t io n  to  a p p re c ia te  th e  d i s p a r i ty  betw een th e  y o u th fu l
29. i b i d . ,  2 1 8 .
30. i b i d . .  1097.
31. i b i d . ,  374 .
32. i b i d . ,  236 .
33. i b i d . , 363.
34. See H. Hodges, 'V ico and D i l t h e y ' ,  in  G io rg io  T a g lia c o z z o , o p . c i t . ,  p .443
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and a d u l t  m ind. He was aware t h a t  th e  mind o f  th e  in d iv id u a l  changed and
was le d  to  su g g es t an analogy  betw een i t s  developm ent and th a t  o f  th e
36
c o l l e c t i v e  human mind, th e  mind o f  hum anity :
Thus th e  f i r s t  p e o p le s , who w ere th e  c h i ld r e n  o f  th e  human r a c e ,  
founded f i r s t  th e  w orld  o f  th e  a r t s ;  th e n  th e  p h ilo so p h e rs ,  who 
came a  lo n g  tim e a f te rw a rd s  and so may be re g a rd e d  a s  th e  o ld  men 
o f  th e  n a t io n s ,  founded th e  w orld  o f  th e  s c ie n c e s ,  th e re b y  making 
hum anity c o m p le te . 37
35
The ’N ation*
The n a t io n  was V ico ’s b a s ic  o r g a n is a t io n a l  u n i t .  The d ra m a tis
p e rso n ae  in  th e  u n fo ld in g  o f  h i s to r y  w ere n o t in d iv id u a ls  b u t n a t io n s  and
38
c l a s s e s  w ith in  n a t io n s .  A lthough i t  was one o f h i s  more im p o rtan t and 
fundam ental c o n c e p ts , he f a i l e d ,  a s  w ith  many o f  h i s  o th e r  b a s ic  id e a s ,  to  
g iv e  any p r e c is e  d e f in i t i o n  to  h is  use o f  th e  te rm .
H is usage in  The New S c ien ce  su g g e s ts  t h a t  i t  can  d en o te  any s o c ia l  
u n i t  from  a c i t y  s t a t e  to  an e n t i r e  c o n t in e n t ;  C a rth a g e , Capua, N um antia,
39
P oland  and America a re  a l l  subsumed by th e  te rm . In  th e  absence o f any
s p e c i f i c  e x p la n a to ry  s ta te m e n t ,  one can  only  assume from  V ic o ’ s usage t h a t
he meant th e  te rm  to  d en o te  some s o r t  o f  c u l t u r a l  e n t i ty  o f  un d efin ed
m agnitude and co m p o sitio n , p e rh ap s  a  p e o p le , w hich c o n s t i tu te d  a c u l t u r a l
u n i t .  A lthough i t s  e x a c t c o n n o ta tio n  canno t be d e te rm in e d , one th in g  i s
40
c l e a r ;  th e  n a tu r a l  u n i t  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  l i f e  was th e  n a t io n .
A T hree S tag e  H is to r ic a l  Model
For h e u r i s t i c  p u rp o se s , Vico proposed  t h a t  n a t io n s  had evolved th ro u g h
35» I t  i s  a  s a lu ta ry  e x e r c is e  to  compare V ic o ’s s ta te m e n ts  on m ental d e v e lo p ­
ment and th o se  o f  P ia g e t .  See G. L e f ra n c o is ,  Psychology fo r  T ea ch in g , 
B elm ont, 1972, p p .188-223.
36. The analogy  o f  in d iv id u a l  to  s p e c ie s  c o n tin u e s  to  be employed by e d u c a t­
io n a l p s y c h o lo g is ts  such a s  G .S. H a ll and Jerome B ru n n e r. See
G. L e f ra n e o is ,  o p . c i t . ,  p p .171-2.
37 . The New S c ie n c e . 498.
38. See i b i d . ,  pass im . See a l s o  F .  F a n u e l ,  The E ig h te e n th  Century C o n fro n ts  
th e  Gods. Cambridge, 1959» p.151*
39. See The New S c ie n c e . 1088, 1083, 1095.
40 . See A. C a p o n ig r i, o p . c i t . t p .1 1 8 .
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th r e e  ages o r  c u l t u r a l  s ta g e s :  th e  age o f th e  gods, th e  age o f  th e  h e ro e s ,
th e  age o f  men. The d e f in in g  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  each s ta g e  in  a  n a t io n ’ s
developm ent was th e  m ental p a t t e r n s  o f  th e  men who were a c t iv e  d u rin g  th a t
41
s ta g e .  Vico to o k  th e  m odel, v ia  H ero d o tu s , from  th e  E g y p tian s  and ad ap ted  
i t  to  h i s  own o r ig i n a l  u sa g e .
The age o f  th e  gods had been p reced ed  by th e  age o f  th e  g ia n ts  w hich,
s t r i c t l y  sp eak in g , was n o t a  s ta g e  w ith in  th e  h i s t o r i c a l  m odel. The g ia n ts
42
were " s tu p id ,  in s e n s a te  and h o r r ib l e  b e a s t s " ,  n o t men in  th e  V ich ian  s e n se . 
They were m erely th e  m a tr ix ,  th e  raw  m a te r ia l  from  w hich h i s to r y  took  i t s
43
o r ig in .  They were n o t w ith in  th e  h i s t o r i c a l  p ro c e s s  b u t p r e - h i s t o r i c a l , 
pre-hum an. They belonged  to  an age when th e r e  was no h i s to r y ,  fo r  they  
were t o t a l l y  c u l t u r e l e s s ,  co m p le te ly  embedded in  th e  w orld around them .
44
They d id  n o t s ta n d  above n a tu re  b u t form ed one w ith  i t .
The age o f  th e  gods den o ted  th e  f i r s t  s ta g e  o f  th e  h i s t o r i c a l  p ro c e s s ,  
when man began to  em ancipate  h im se lf  from  th e  sh a c k le s  o f  N atu re  and so to  
c r e a te  h i s  c u l t u r a l  w o rld . D uring t h i s  s ta g e  o f  t h e i r  developm ent n a t io n s
45
were governed by what V ico c a l l s  " th e  common sen se  o f  th e  human r a c e " .  He 
d e f in e d  t h i s  a s
. . .  judgment w ith o u t r e f l e c t i o n ,  sh a red  by an e n t i r e  c l a s s ,  an 
e n t i r e  p e o p le , an e n t i r e  n a t io n ,  o r th e  whole human r a c e .  46
D uring  t h i s  f i r s t  c u l t u r a l  s ta g e  th e  human mind had n o t become s u f f i c i e n t l y
r e f l e c t i v e  to  d is c o v e r  i t s e l f .  C o n seq u en tly , man ten d ed  to  e x p la in  a l l
phenomena in  te rm s o f  s u p e rn a tu ra l  b e in g s :
The f i r s t  n a tu r e ,  by an i l l u s i o n  o f  im a g in a tio n , which i s  most 
ro b u s t  in  th o se  w eakest in  re a s o n in g  pow er, was a p o e t ic  or 
c r e a t iv e  n a tu re  w hich we may be allow ed  to  c a l l  d iv in e ,  a s  i t  
a s c r ib e d  to  p h y s ic a l  th in g s  th e  b e in g  o f  su b s ta n c e s  an im ated  by 
gods, a s s ig n in g  th e  gods to  them a c c o rd in g  to  i t s  id e a  o f  e a c h .47
41. See The New S c ie n c e . 52 , 173*
42. i b i d . ,  374.
43« P r e - h i s t o r i c a l  in  th e  sense  o f b e in g  p r e - c u l t u r a l .
44. See S . G ied ion , The E te rn a l  P re s e n t :  The B eg in n in g s  o f  A r t . New Y ork, 
1962, p p .89-90 .
45 . The New S c ie n c e . 550.
46 . i b i d . ,  142.
47 . i b i d . .  916.
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The age o f  th e  h e ro e s  denoted  th e  second c u l t u r a l  s ta g e  o f  hum anity .
I t  was c h a r a c te r i s e d  by th e  e x p la n a tio n  o f  phenomena in  te rm s o f  h e ro e s :
The second were h e ro ic  c h a r a c te r s ,  w hich were a ls o  im ag in a tiv e  
u n iv e r s a le  to  w hich they  red u ced  th e  v a r io u s  sp e c ie s  o f h e ro ic  
th in g s ,  a s  to  A c h il le s  a l l  th e  deeds o f  v a l i a n t  f i g h t e r s  and to  
U ly sse s  a l l  th e  d e v ic e s  o f  c le v e r  men. 48
T h is  age marked a  developm ent o f  th e  human mind fo r  d u rin g  t h i s  s ta g e
th e  c a u s a l a c t i v i t y  o f  man was g iv en  some r e c o g n i t io n  in  th e  e x p la n a tio n  o f
phenomena. A lthough th e  h e ro e s  were c o n s id e re d  to  be o f  d iv in e  o r ig in ,
th e y  were a l s o  human:
The second was th e  h e ro ic  n a tu r e ,  b e l ie v e d  by th e  h e ro es  them­
s e lv e s  to  be o f  d iv in e  o r ig i n ;  f o r ,  s in c e  th ey  b e l ie v e d  t h a t  
th e  gods made e v e ry th in g , th e y  h e ld  th em se lv es  to  be c h i ld r e n  
o f  Jo v e , a s  h av in g  been g e n e ra te d  under h i s  a u s p ic e s .  49
The f i r s t  two c u l t u r a l  s ta g e s  were th e r e f o r e  p e r io d s  d u rin g  w hich man 
e x p la in e d  th in g s  in  te rm s o f  d iv in e  o r se m i-d iv in e  b e in g s . The in d iv id u a l  
man was c o n s id e re d  to  p la y  no r o le  in  th e  e v e n ts  w hich o c c u rre d . C onsequent­
ly ,  a s  Jove was th e  i n i t i a t o r  o f  th e  f i r s t  s ta g e ,  so H e rc u le s , h is  sem i-
90
d iv in e  son , s to o d  a t  th e  b eg in n in g  o f  th e  second s ta g e .
The age o f  men d en o ted  th e  t h i r d  and f i n a l  s ta g e  o f th e  V ich ian  m odel.
In t h i s  s ta g e  th e  r a t i o n a l  component o f  th e  i n t e l l e c t  became dom inant:
The t h i r d  was human n a tu re ,  i n t e l l i g e n t  and hence m odest, b en ig n  
and re a s o n a b le ,  r e c o g n iz in g  fo r  law s c o n sc ie n c e , re a so n  and d u ty . 51
By t h i s  s ta g e  th e  human mind had developed  to  a  d eg ree  w hich enab led  man to  
r e f l e c t  upon h im s e lf  and so im pute c a u s a l  a c t i v i t y  to  in d iv id u a l  men.
S in ce  c u l tu r e  in  a l l  i t s  d iv e r s i ty  was m erely th e  e x te rn a l  m a n if e s ta t ­
ion  o f  m en ta l developm ent, i t  to o ,  evo lved  th ro u g h  th e  th r e e  s ta g e s .  The 
n a t io n s  p ro ceed ed
. . .  in  a l l  t h e i r  v a r io u s  and d iv e rs e  custom s w ith  c o n s ta n t u n i­
fo rm ity  upon th e  d iv i s io n  o f  th e  th r e e  a g e s . . .  5?
V ic o ’ s c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  o f  a l l  c u l t u r a l  m a te r ia l  in to  th re e  c a te g o r ie s  was
48 . i b i d . ,  954.
49 . i b i d . ,  917.
5 0 . i b i d . ,  196,
5 1 . i b i d . ,  918.
5 2 . i b i d . ,  915.
See a ls o  ib id .. ,  761 . 
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merely his way of emphasising this point.
Vico took special pains to emphasise that the proposed stages of his
developmental model were not metaphysical straight jackets:
But, to leave no point of doubt concerning this natural success­
ion of political or civil states, we shall find that the success­
ion naturally admits of mixtures, not of form with form ... but 
of a succeeding form with a preceding government. 54
a s the historical or cultural process was a gradual development the emergence
of its stages was not marked by some abrupt change. Customs ndo not change
55
all at once but by degrees and over a long period of time“ . Consequently 
the stages of cultural growth are not sharply defined but merge into one 
another. Customs that are characteristic of the age of the gods carry over 
into the following stages, just
... as the mighty current of a kingly river retains far out to 
sea the momentum of its flow and the sweetness of its waters...56
All nations, Vico urged, follow the same path in their development,
evolving through the three stages:
... in the course of the entire lifetime of nations they follow 
this order through these three kinds of commonwealths or civil 
states, and no more. They all have their roots in the first, 
which were the divine governments and from this beginning all 
nations ... must proced £sic_/ through this sequence of human 
things... 57
Evolution through the three stages, however, is not a logical necessity.
Vico presents examples of nations that failed to complete the course of their 
natural development:
Carthage, Capua and Numantia ... failed to accomplish this 
course of human civil things. 58
The failure of a given nation to progress through all three stages was a 
result, not of a breakdown of its internal dynamism, but of extraordinary
59
causes in the shape of external factors. It was outside intervention that 
caused certain nations either to be terminated in their natural progress or
8 1 .
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53. See ibid., Bk
54. ibid.. 1004.
55. ibid., 249.
56. ibid., 629.
57. ibid.. 1004.
58. ibid., 1088.
59. ibid., 1083.
82
n o t to  p a s s  th ro u g h  a s ta g e  o f  th e  developm ental model:
. . .  in  th e  new w orld  th e  American In d ia n s  would now "be fo llo w in g  
t h i s  co u rse  o f  human th in g s  i f  th ey  had n o t been d isc o v e re d  by 
th e  E uropeans. 60
A lthough n a t io n s  co u ld  be a f f e c te d  by o u ts id e  in f lu e n c e s ,  g e n e ra lly
sp eak in g  Vico con tended  t h a t  each n a t io n  p o sse ssed  i t s  own in n e r  dynamism
and t h a t  t h i s  was l i t t l e  a f f e c te d  by fo re ig n  in t r u s io n s :
The n a tu r a l  law o f  n a t io n s  i s  co ev a l w ith  th e  custom s o f  th e  
n a t io n s ,  conform ing  one w ith  a n o th e r  in  v i r t u e  o f  a  common 
human se n se , w ith o u t any r e f l e c t i o n  and w ith o u t one n a t io n  
fo llo w in g  th e  example o f  a n o th e r .  61
In  view  o f  t h i s  i t  i s  n o t s u r p r is in g  th a t  th e  d i f f u s i o n i s t s  were V ic o ’ s
62
b e t es  n o i r e s . The n o tio n  o f d i f f u s io n  was an e r r o r  p e r p e t r a te d  by n a t io n ­
a l i s t i c  G reeks and E g y p tia n s :
T h is  e r r o r  was encouraged by th e  bad example o f  th e  E g y p tian s  
and G reeks in  v a in ly  b o a s t in g  th a t  th ey  had sp read  c i v i l i z a t i o n  
th ro u g h o u t th e  w o rld . 63
I t  was th e  d i f f u s i o n i s t  approach  th a t  had le d  to  many o f  th e  m istak en  b e l i e f s  
about th e  rem ote p a s t ,  an example o f  w hich was th e  f i c t i o n  th a t  th e  Law o f
64
th e  Twelve T ab les  had come to  Rome en b loc  from  A th en s.
Vico argued  th a t  each n a t io n  had i t s  own s e p a ra te ,  in d iv id u a l  o r ig i n .  
Seldom h as  th e re  been a  more s tu b b o rn  em phasis on th e  m u lt ip le  and independ­
en t o r ig in  o f  c u l tu r e s :
Indeed  i t  w i l l  be one o f  ou r c o n s ta n t  la b o u rs  th ro u g h o u t t h i s  
book to  d em o n stra te  th a t  th e  n a tu r a l  law o f  n a t io n s  o r ig in a te d  
s e p a ra te ly  among th e  v a r io u s  p e o p le s , each in  ig no rance  o f  th e  
o t h e r s . . .  65
66
V ico , th e r e f o r e ,  was an ” a u to - in v e n t io n i s t ’*. Any c u l t u r a l  in v e n tio n  -  a 
god, a  la n g u ag e , a law , a  myth, a  custom  -  was an in d ig en o u s  em anation , n o t 
a. borrow ed t o o l .  H is argum ent d em o n s tra tin g  th a t  th e  Roman Law o f  th e
Twelve T a b le s  cou ld  n o t p o s s ib ly  have come from  A thens su p p o rts  h is  c la im s .
6° .  i b i d . ,  1093.
6 1 . i b i d . , 311 .
62 . See F . M anuel, o p . c i t . ,  p .159*
6 3 . The Hew S c ie n c e , 146 .
6 4 . l o c . c i t . See L ivy , The E a rly  H is to ry  o f  Rome, Harmondsworth, 1971» P«219
65 . The New S c ie n c e , 146 . See a ls o  Thomas B e rry , o p .c i t . ,  p . 130.
66 . See F . M anuel, o p . c i t . ,  p .1 5 1 .
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I t  im p lie d  th a t  even where i t  was c e r t a in  th a t  one n a t io n  had borrow ed from 
a n o th e r ,  th e  r e c e iv e r  in v a r ia b ly  took  on ly  t h a t  fo r  w hich i t s  p re v io u s
67
h i s t o r i c a l  developm ent had p re p a re d  i t .
Tbe Dynamism o f  th e  H is to r i c a l  P ro c e ss
The n a t io n s ,  in  t h e i r  developm ent, to o k  t h e i r  dynamism from two so u rces
-  th e  human in d iv id u a l  and p ro v id e n c e . In  V ic o ’s view man i s  n a tu r a l ly
a. dynamic b e in g . He i s  " n o sse , v e l l e ,  posse  f in i tu m , quod t e n d i t  ad
68
In f in i tu m 1’ . S ince  man makes h i s to r y ,  th e  dynamism o f  th e  h i s t o r i c a l  p ro c e s s  
i s  an e f f e c t  o f  th e  dynamic n a tu re  o f  th e  h i s t o r i c a l  s u b je c t ,  man.
Y e t, i f  th e  making o f  h i s to r y  had been l e f t  t o t a l l y  to  th e  human in ­
d iv id u a l ,  d i s a s t e r  would have ensued , fo r  man i s  by n a tu re  s e l f i s h :
69
in  a l l  th e se  c o n d i t io n s  man d e s i r e s  p r in c ip a l ly  h is  own u t i l i t y .  
T h is  s e l f i s h n e s s  i s  so dom inant t h a t ,  i f  l e f t  unchecked, i t  w i l l  p r e c i p i t a t e  
th e  d e s t r u c t io n  o f  c i v i l  s o c ie ty  and man w i l l  r e v e r t  to  h i s  b e s t i a l  s t a t e .  
In deed , i f  i t  had been  l e f t  to  th e  in d iv id u a l  a lone  th e  w orld  o f  n a t io n s  
would n o t have emerged s in c e  s o c ia l  i n s t i t u t i o n s  pu t r e s t r a i n t s  upon 
s e l f i s h n e s s .
S in ce  th e  world o f  n a tio n s  does e x i s t ,  Vico argues th a t in d iv id u a l men 
a re  not the only source o f  c u ltu r a l dynamism. A p re s e rv in g  mechanism a ls o  
o p e ra te s  w ith in  th e  h i s t o r i c a l  p ro c e s s ,  a f a c to r  which Vico c a l l s  p ro v id e n c e . 
I t  i s  p ro v id e n c e , w orking  on th e  raw  m a te r ia l  a t  i t s  d is p o s a l  th a t  shapes 
th e  w orld  o f  n a t io n s :
For o u t o f  th e  p a s s io n s  o f  men each  b en t on h i s  p r iv a te  ad v an t­
age , f o r  th e  sake o f  which th e y  would l i v e  l i k e  w ild  b e a s ts  in  
th e  w ild e rn e s s ,  i t  /p ro v id e n c e / h as  made th e  c i v i l  o rd e rs  by 
w hich th e y  may l i v e  in  human s o c ie ty .  70
The n o tio n  o f  p ro v idence  p la y s  a s ig n i f i c a n t  r o l e  in  V ico ’ s u nder­
s ta n d in g  o f  th e  dynam ics o f  h i s t o r y .  In d eed , he a s s e r t s  " l a  P ro v id en za  e
67 . See R«G. C ollingw ood, The Id e a  o f  H is to r y . London, 1966, p .69 .
68 . O p ere , I I ,  p .2 2 .
69 . The New S c ie n c e , 34-1.
70 . i b i d . ,  133.
84.
71
primo P r in c ip io  d e l l e  N a z io n i" . W ithout th e  a c t io n  o f  p rov idence  th e
emergence o f  th e  c u l t u r a l  o rd e r  i s  in c o n c e iv a b le :
. . .  e t  s in e  Leo in  t e r r i s  n u l l a s  le g e s ,  n u l l a s  r e s p u b l ic a s ,  
nu llam  s o c ie ta te m ; sed so litu d in e m , f e r i t a te m  e t  fo e d ita te m  
e t  n e fa s  e s s e .  72
C o n seq u en tly , any accoun t o f  th e  h i s t o r i c a l  p ro c e s s  must ta k e  in to  c o n s id e r ­
a t io n  th e  w orkings o f  p ro v id e n c e . The h i s to r i a n
. . .  shou ld  know God’ s p ro v id en ce  . . .  by w hich th e  n a t io n s  have 
come in to  b e in g  and m a in ta in  th em se lv es  in  th e  w o rld . 73
A lthough The New S cience  in  i t s  t o t a l i t y  was d es ig n ed  to  be a  demon-
74
s t r a t i o n  o f  d iv in e  p ro v id en ce  w orking in  h i s to r y ,  V ic o 's  n o tio n  o f p ro v id ­
ence rem ains somewhat o b sc u re . O s te n s ib ly  i t  i s  a p e rso n a l fo rc e  f o r  on
75 76
most o c c a s io n s  he r e f e r s  to  i t  a s  "God" o r "H e". There a re  tim e s , how ever,
77
when he r e f e r s  to  p rov id en ce  a s  " i t " .  The way in  w hich he su g g e s ts  i t  
o p e ra te s  a l s o  g iv e s  r i s e  to  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  i t  cou ld  be an im personal 
f o r c e .  W hatever th e  f u l l  im p lic a t io n s  o f  V ic o 's  concep t o f  p ro v id e n c e , 
th e re  i s  no doubt t h a t  i t  d i f f e r s  s ig n i f i c a n t l y  from th e  concep t o f  p ro v id ­
ence p re v a le n t  in  th e  M iddle A ges. K arl Low ith has  gone so f a r  as  to  
su g g est t h a t  in  The New S c ie n ce ,
p rov idence  has become a s  n a t u r a l ,  s e c u la r  and h i s t o r i c a l  a s  
i f  i t  d id  n o t e x i s t  a t  a l l .  78
In  V ic o ’ s u sag e , p ro v id en ce  i s  n o t th e  a c t i v i t y  o f  some tra n s c e n d e n t
79
d e i ty  b u t a n a tu r a l  movement w ith in  h is to r y  i t s e l f .  I t  i s  a fo rc e  w hich 
makes use o f  human c o n d i t io n s :
S ince  d iv in e  p rov id en ce  h as  om nipotence a s  m in is te r ,  i t  d ev e lo p s  
i t s  o rd e rs  by means a s  easy  a s  th e  n a tu r a l  custom s o f  men. 80
As i t  was n o t tra n s c e n d a n t and m iracu lo u s  b u t immanent and n a t u r a l ,  Vico
71. O pere, IV, p .1 9 .
72. i b i d . ,  I I ,  p .2 8 1 .
73« The New Sc ience . 5»
7 4 . i b i d . .  585 .
75 . O pere. I I ,  p p .2 1 , 281 .
76 . The Hew S c ie n c e . 1047, 1048.
7 7 . i b i d . .  152, 1108.
78 . Meaning in  H is to ry . C h icago , 1962, p . 125. 
79« E xcept in  th e  case  o f  th e  Hebrews.
80. The Hew S c ie n c e . 543«
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r e j e c te d  a l l  n o tio n s  o f p ro v id en ce  a s  a deus ex m achina:
The p h y s ic s  o f  th e  ig n o ra n t i s  a vu lgar' m e tap h y sics  by which 
they  r e f e r  th e  c a u se s  o f th in g s  they  do n o t know to  th e  w i l l  
o f  God w ith o u t c o n s id e r in g  th e  means by w hich th e  d iv in e  w i l l  
o p e ra te s .  81
Vico a p p e a rs  to  use th e  n o tio n  o f  p ro v id en ce  to  e x p la in  th e  emergence
o f a p a t te r n  in  h is to r y  t h a t  i s  u n in ten d ed  and u n fo rse e n  by th e  h i s t o r i c a l
82
in d iv id u a ls  who a re  pur-suing t h e i r  own p r iv a te  en d s . In d iv id u a l  men make
h is to r y  b u t p ro v id en ce  i s  r e s p o n s ib le  fo r  th e  o v e r a l l  p a t te r n :
I t  i s  t r u e  t h a t  men have th em se lv es  made t h i s  w orld  o f  n a t io n s  . . .  
b u t t h i s  w orld  w ith o u t doubt has is su e d  from  a mind o f te n  d iv e r s e ,  
a t  tim es  q u i te  c o n t ra r y ,  and alw ays s u p e r io r  to  th e  p a r t i c u l a r  
ends t h a t  men had p roposed  to  th e m se lv es ; w hich narrow  en d s, made 
means to  se rv e  w ider ends, i t  h as  alw ays employed to  p re se rv e  th e  
human ra c e  upon t h i s  e a r th .  85
Thus Vico a rg u e s  fo r  an h i s t o r i c a l  p ro g re s s io n  th a t  depends fo r  i t s
dynamism on in d iv id u a ls  b u t w hich , a t  th e  same tim e i s  independen t o f  any
g iven  in d iv id u a l .  I t  has been  su g g es ted  th a t
red u ced  to  i t s  s im p le s t  te rm s , V ic o 's  "providence*1 was p e rh ap s  
b u t a n o th e r  name f o r  th e  very  o p e ra t io n  o f  th e  c o m p le x it ie s  o f 
human h is to r y  which has o f te n  been subsumed under th e  co n cep t 
o f  th e  " iro n y  o f  h i s to r y " .  84
D iv ine  p ro v id en ce  i s  th e  dynamism a f fo rd e d  th e  h i s t o r i c a l  p ro c e ss  by hum anity
85
a s  a c o l l e c t i v e  whole -  "hum anity i s  d iv in e ,  b u t no man i s  d iv in e " .
Some s c h o la r s  have su g g es ted  t h a t  th e  r o l e  Vico a t t r i b u t e s  to  p rov id en ce
86
commits him to  a  d e te rm in is t  n o tio n  o f  h i s to r y .  T h is v iew , how ever, would
seem to  m iss i t s  mark f o r  Vico h im se lf  r e f u t e s  i t  in  th e  c o n c lu s io n  to  h is  
m a s te rp ie c e . A f te r  s t a t i n g  t h a t  p ro v id en ce  i s  r e s p o n s ib le  fo r  th e  c i v i l  
w orld he im m ediately  a s s e r t s :
That w hich d id  a l l  t h i s  was mind, fo r  men d id  i t  w ith  in te l l ig e n c e ;  
i t  was n o t f a t e ,  f o r  they  d id  i t  by c h o ic e ; n o t chance, f o r  th e  
r e s u l t s  o f  t h e i r  a lw ays so a c t in g  a re  p e rp e tu a l ly  th e  same. 87
81. i b i d . ,  182.
82. See P a t r i c k  G a rd in e r , T h e o rie s  o f H is to r y , G lencoe, i9 6 0 , p .1 1 .
83. The New S c ie n c e . 1108.
84. A. Salom one, 'P lu r a l i s m  and U n iv e r s a l i ty  in  V ic o 's  S c ie n za  N uova ', in  
G io rg io  T a g lia c o z z o , o p . c i t . .  p .5 3 0 .
85. S . B e c k e t t ,  'D an te  . . .  B runo . Vico . . .  Jo y c e ’ , in  S . B e c k e tt ,  o p . c i t . .  p . r
86. See B ruce M azlish , The R id d le  o f  H is to r y . New Y ork, 1966, p .2 9 .
87. The New S c ie n c e , 1108.
History is therefore an effect of free agents and is consequently not pre­
determined. It is the net product of the actions of free individuals who 
have limits set upon their range of choices by other individuals. Samuel 
Beckett seems to grasp the spirit of Vico’s meaning when he states that 
history
is not the result of Fate or Chance ... but the result of a 
Necessity that is not Fate, of a Liberty that is not Chance...88
A second factor militating against a predeterminist progressive inter­
pretation of Vico’s model is his notion of ricorso, a concept which Caponigri 
has suggested is not only the most celebrated but also the most misunderstood
89
idea within the entire Vichian thesis. As Caponigri suggests, it is a most
difficult concept and one that has led some Vichian scholars to suggest that
90
he removed from history any notion of linear progress.
It appears, however, that the concept of ricorso applies only to in-
91
dividual nations, not to history as a whole. The ricorso is a providential
mechanism which comes into effect only when all other methods of preserving
a nation have failed. It is a radical return to the spirit of the nation
92
as it was at its origin, a regrouping as it were, an apparent regress before
93
an eventual progress. The eventuation of a ricorso is not a predetermined 
or logically necessary occurrence in a nation's life. It is contingent upon
94
the individual nation.
Progress is therefore not an inevitable necessity at all stages within 
a nation’s development. The concept of ricorso removes from Vico's theory 
of history all notions of necessary, unbroken, linear progress. He is there
88. or.cit., p.7.
89. op.cit., p.130. The concept merits far greater attention than my brief 
treatment of it here would indicate.
90. See Benedetto Croce, The Philosophy of Giambattista Vico, New York, 1913» 
P.143.
91. See The New Science, 1103. See also Thomas Berry, op.cit., p.88.
92. Perhaps an analogy is that of a modern Christian advocating a return to 
the simplicity of the Apostolic Church in order to recapture its energy 
and vigour.
93. The New Science, 1106.
94. loc .cit.
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f o r e  n e i th e r  a  r a d ic a l  p e s s im is t  no r an extrem e o p t im is t  w ith  re g a rd  to
95
th e  h i s t o r i c a l  p ro c e s s ,  b u t a m odera te .
Some Im p l ic a t io n s  o f  th e  V ich ian  Model
A lthough V ic o ’ s th e o ry  o f  h is to r y  em bodies numerous and obv ious
d e f i c i e n c i e s  -  unw arran ted  a ssu m p tio n s , un su p p o rted  g e n e r a l i s a t io n s ,  un-
96
v e r i f i e d  h y p o th e se s , o b s c u r i t i e s  and in c o n s i s te n c ie s  -  i t s  developm ental
n a tu re  has le d  s c h o la r s  to  re c o g n ise  i t  a s  an advance in  h i s t o r i c a l  th e o ry
th a t  i s  o f  g r e a t  moment. A ccord ing  to  Hannah A ren d t, i t  i s  th e  concep t
o f  p ro c e s s  p e rv ad in g  h i s to r y  t h a t  d i s t i n g u i s h e s ,  more p ro fo u n d ly  th a n  any
97
o th e r  id e a , th e  modern approach  to  h i s t o r y .  I t  i s  t h i s  concep t t h a t  form s 
th e  b a s i s  o f  The New S cience  and one t h a t  o c c a s io n s  D avid B id n e y ’ s a p p r e c ia t ­
io n  o f  th e  V ich ian  c o n t r ib u t io n :
The e s s e n t i a l  p o in t  in  V ic o ’ s t h e s i s ,  and th e  one in  w hich he 
most c l e a r ly  a n t i c ip a t e s  modern e th n o lo g ic a l  s c ie n c e , i s  h i s  
co n c e p tio n  o f  th e  e v o lu tio n a ry ,  s o c ia l  m e n ta li ty  o f  human 
s o c i e t i e s  and th e  c o rre sp o n d in g  s ta g e s  o f  s o c io - c u l tu r a l  
e v o lu t io n .  98
V ic o ’ s d evelopm en ta l model had f a r  re a c h in g  im p lic a tio n s  fo r  th e  
s tu d y  o f  h i s to r y .  I t  m i l i t a t e d  a g a in s t  th e  p e s s im is t ic  id e a s  o f  degen-
99
e r a t io n  p re v a le n t  d u rin g  th e  R en a issan ce  and em phasised t h a t  a b e l i e f  in
100 101 
a  ’’g o ld en  age” was an empty c o n c e i t .  W ith th e  e x c e p tio n  o f  Jean  B odin ,
V ico w as, p e rh a p s , th e  f i r s t  s c h o la r  o f  n o te  to  a t ta c k  th e  id e a  t h a t  h i s to r y
had began  w ith  a  go lden  a g e . V ico ’ s model a l s o  c o n t ra d ic te d  th e  commonly
102
h e ld  view  which a t t r i b u t e d  r a r e  wisdom to  " th e  a n c ie n ts "  and so c o n f l i c te d
95. See Thomas Berry, o p . c i t . .  p •134•
9 6 . I t  i s  not my concern in t h i s  t h e s i s  to  present a d e ta i l e d  and c r i t i c a l  
assessm ent o f  V ico ’ s model. See my In trodu ction .
97» 'H istory  and Im m orta lity ’ , P artisan  Review, 2 4 , 1957» p -11 *
98. 'V ic o ’ s New Science o f  Myth’ , in  Giorgio T ag liacozzo ,  o p . c i t . .  p.263*
99» See D.C. A l le n ,  ’The D egeneration o f  Man and Renaissance Pessim ism ',  
S tu d ie s  in P h i lo lo g y , 55» 1938, pp .202-227.
100. The New S c ie n c e . 5 18.
101. See Method for  the Easy Comprehension o f  H is to r y . New York, / 1565/ 1969»
p p .296- 9 8 .
102. See Thomas B la c k w e ll ,  An Enquiry in to  the L ife  and W ritings o f  Homer, 
^ienston , 173^ 1972, p .9 8 .
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w ith  th o se  o p in io n s  which sough t to  e x p la in  th e  o r ig in  o f th e  c i v i l  w orld 
by means o f  a s o c ia l  c o n t r a c t .  Given V ic o 's  a n a ly s i s ,  th e  complex a c t iv ­
i ty  im p lied  by s o c ia l  c o n t r a c t  th e o r ie s  n e c e s s i t a te d  a s o p h is t ic a t io n  o f
103
mind w hich was co m ple te ly  la c k in g  in  e a r ly  man.
P erhaps one o f  th e  most s ig n i f i c a n t  f e a tu r e s  o f  th e  model was th a t  i t
l a id  th e  fo u n d a tio n s  fo r  what may be c a l l e d  a c u l tu r a l  o r ty p o lo g ic a l
approach  to  h i s t o r i c a l  a r t e f a c t s .  A ccord ing  to  I s a ia h  B e r l in  i t  i s  t h i s
method o f  p ro ced u re  w hich l i e s  a t  th e  b a s i s  o f  modern h i s t o r i c a l  s c h o la r s h ip .
The whole o f  our h i s t o r i c a l  o u tlo o k  p re su p p o ses  t h a t  we can say 
i n t e l l i g e n t l y  and p la u s ib ly  t h a t  som ething i s  ty p i c a l ly  17th -  
ce n tu ry  and n o t 13th - c e n tu r y ,  t h a t  som ething -  a work o f  a r t ,  a 
p h rase  -  i s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  th e  R en a issan ce  and n o t o f  a C la s s ­
i c a l  Greek o r  an a n c ie n t  Hebrew p o in t  o f  v iew . 104
Vico n o t on ly  l a id  th e  fo u n d a tio n s  o f  t h i s  ap p ro ach , he a ls o  used  i t  
e x te n s iv e ly  in  h i s  own w ork. N a tio n s  had evo lved  th rough  c e r t a in  s ta g e s  
and each s ta g e  o f  t h a t  developm ent m a n ife s te d  a  d is t in c t iv e  ch a ra cter . In­
deed , a segment o f  time w ith in  the l i f e  o f  a n a tio n  had a  unique ch aracter  
s in c e  a l l  n a t io n s  were in  a  s t a t e  o f  f l u x .  S ince  a n a t io n  c o n s t i tu te d  a 
fu n c tio n in g , o rg an ic  w hole a l l  f a c e t s  o f  i t s  e x is te n c e  were i n t e r l i n k e d .
103
C onsequently  an a r t e f a c t  c a r r i e d  th e  stamp o f  th e  s o c ie ty  w hich produced i t .
In  o th e r  w ords a l l  a r t e f a c t u a l  m a te r ia l  was c u l t u r a l l y  co n tam in a ted :
th e  in s e p a ra b le  p r o p e r t i e s  o f  th in g s  must be due to  th e  mode o r 
fa s h io n  in  w hich th e y  a re  b o rn . By th e se  p r o p e r t i e s  we may 
th e r e f o r e  t e l l  t h a t  th e  n a tu re  o r b i r t h  (n a tu r a  o n a sc im e n to ) 
was th u s  and n o t o th e rw is e .  106
The im portance o f  th e  n o tio n  o f  c u l tu r e  f o r  th e  h i s t o r i a n  canno t be
u n d e re s tim a te d . I t  e n a b le s  him to  say w hether o r n o t a g iv en  phenomenon i s
ty p ic a l  o f  a  g iv en  s o c ie ty  a t  a  s p e c i f i c  t im e . To ta k e  B e r l i n 's  exam ple,
i t  a llo w s th e  h i s to r i a n  to  argue w ith  some cogency th a t
S hakespeare  n o t m erely d id  n o t w r i te  h i s  p la y s  in  th e  c o u r t  o f  
G enghis Khan, b u t t h a t  i t  would be absu rd  to  suppose th a t  he 
co u ld  have done so , because  th e  e n t i r e  l i f e  o f  th e  c o u r t o f
103. See F . Manuel, o p . c i t . ,  p • 157•
104. 'G i a m b a t t i s t a  V i c o ' ,  The L i s t e n e r , 28 September,  1972, p .3 9 7 . 
108. The New S c i e n c e . 835 -
106. i b i d . ,  148.
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G enghis Khan was in c o m p a tib le  w ith  th e  lan g u ag e , sym bols, o u tlo o k , 
s o c ie ty ,  th e  e n t i r e  w o rld , o f  S h ak esp ea re . 107
Vico h im se lf  was aware o f  th e  p o t e n t i a l  o f  t h i s  c u l t u r a l  app roach  and
many o f  th e  argum ents in  The New S cience  r e ly  fo r  t h e i r  v a l i d i t y  on th e  n o tio n
th a t  n a t io n s  form c u l t u r a l  u n i t i e s .  One o f  h i s  most c e le b r a te d  a rg u m en ts ,
h i s  r e j e c t i o n  o f  th e  t r a d i t i o n  th a t  th e  Law o f th e  Twelve T a b le s  had been
108
b ro u g h t to  dome from  A thens, was o f  a  c u l t u r a l  n a tu r e .
A f u r th e r  s ig n i f i c a n t  im p lic a tio n  o f  th e  developm ental model was t h a t  
i t  l a id  th e  t h e o r e t i c a l  fo u n d a tio n s  fo r  th e  use  o f  com para tive  m a te r i a l .  I f  
a l l  n a t io n s  passed  th ro u g h  th e  same s ta g e s ,  th e  h i s t o r i a n  co u ld  arg u e  from  
th e  known h i s to r y  o f  one n a t io n  to  th e  unknown h is to r y  o f  a n o th e r  n a t io n  a t  
a  s im i la r  s ta g e  o f  d evelopm en t.
C onsequen tly  th e  developm ental model se rv ed  to  g iv e  some j u s t i f i c a t i o n  
to  V ico ’ s u se  o f  th e  v a s t  s to r e  o f  e th n o g ra p h ic  m a te r ia l  in  th e  Germania, o f  
T a c i tu s  and th e  contem porary t r a v e l l e r ’ s ac c o u n ts  o f  th e  p e o p le s  o f  A m erica, 
C h ina , A f r ic a  and th e  I n d ie s .  The model a ls o  su g g es ted  t h a t  th e  o b se rv ed  
a c t i v i t y  o f  young c h i ld r e n  and p e a s a n ts  was an e q u a lly  f r u i t f u l  sou rce  o f  
co m p ara tiv e  m a te r ia l .  I f  th e  analogy  betw een th e  in d iv id u a l  and th e  ra c e  
was a c c e p te d  th e  b eh av io u r o f  young c h i ld r e n  would shed g r e a t  l i g h t  on th e
109
way in  w hich e a r ly  man fu n c tio n e d .  Vico made use  o f  a l l  th e se  so u rc e s  and
th e  co m p ara tiv e  m a te r ia l  w hich th e  model pu t a t  h i s  d is p o s a l  se rv ed  b o th  a s
110 111 
a  s tim u lu s  fo r  h is  h y p o th e ses  and an i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  h i s  a rg u m en ts .
The most s ig n i f i c a n t  and f r u i t f u l  o f  V ic o ’ s c o n c e p ts , how ever, was h i s
n o tio n  th a t  th e  human mind i t s e l f  had been s u b je c t  to  developm en t. Vico
a s s e r te d  t h a t  i t  was th e  f a i l u r e  o f  s c h o la r s  to  a d v e r t  to  t h i s  which had been
107« o p . c i t . ,  p«397.
108. See O p ere . XT, p .7 1 .
109. F rank  Manuel su g g e s ts  t h a t  one o f  V ic o 's  key i n t u i t i o n s  "was th e  a s s o c i a t ­
ion  o f  p r im it iv e  c o n sc io u sn e ss  w ith  what he had le a rn e d  from  d i r e c t  d a i ly
o b s e rv a tio n  about th e  psychology o f  c h i ld r e n  and th e  common p eop le"  . See 
o p . c i t . ,  p p .155-6 . T h is  a s s o c ia t io n  c o n tin u e s  to  be made by s c h o la r s  
such a s  S . Diamond, E rn s t C a s s i r e r  and S . A r i e t i .
110. See The New S c ie n c e . 470, 5^9» 984» 994» 671 , 988.
111. See i b i d . .  575, 457 , 9 3 6 , 562,  658.
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largely responsible for the absurd opinions which they had expressed concern­
ing remote antiquity. It was only by probing into the modifications suffer­
ed by the human mind in its history that the historian could appreciate the 
full import of the relevant historical phenomena and so present an acceptable 
reconstruction of the past.
Since Vico’s primary interest was the origins of civil society, the 
historical phenomena with which he was concerned were products of the infant 
mind of humanity. Before he could appreciate these phenomena as evidence 
he required some understanding of how the mind of their makers operated. 
Consequently, he directed his energies to an examination of the divine and 
heroic modifications of the human mind.
CHAPTER VI
THE; POETIC MIND
The P rob lem
V i c o 's  c la im  f o r  The New S c ie n c e  i s  t h a t  i t  "com es to  be a t  once a
1
h i s t o r y  o f  th e  i d e a s ,  th e  c u s to m s , and th e  d e e d s  o f  m an k in d " . The c o n te n t  
o f  th e  w ork , how ever, i s  n o t  a s  u n i v e r s a l  a s  t h i s  s ta te m e n t  w ould s u g g e s t .  
A lth o u g h  i t  e l a b o r a t e s  a  th e o r y  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  o r  c u l t u r a l  dynam ics w hich can
a l l e g e d l y  be u sed  to  e x p la in  th e  o r i g i n ,  g row th  and d ecay  o f  any  g iv e n  s o c i a l
2
u n i t ,  V ico h im s e lf  d id  n o t  a c t u a l l y  engage in  an  e x a m in a tio n  o f  th e  h i s t o r i c ­
a l  e x i s t e n c e  o f  a  d iv e r s e  a r r a y  o f  s o c i e t i e s  o r  c u l t u r e s .  In d e e d , th e  
p o s i t i v e  program m e, o r  w hat may lo o s e ly  be te rm ed  th e  e m p i r ic a l  c o n te n t ,  o f  
The New S c ie n c e  i s  q u i t e  l i m i t e d ,  b o th  g e o g r a p h ic a l ly  and te m p o r a l ly .
G e o g r a p h ic a l ly ,  i t s  w id e s t  l i m i t s  a r e  th e  a n c ie n t  s o c i e t i e s  o f  th e
3
M e d ite r ra n e a n  b a s in .  More p a r t i c u l a r l y ,  how ever, he r e s t r i c t s  h im s e lf  to
an  e x a m in a t io n  o f  th e  s o c i e t i e s  o f  a n c ie n t  G reece and Rome. I n s o f a r  a s  he
4
e v e r  e n g a g e s  in  d e t a i l e d  a n a l y s i s  i t  i s  o f  th e s e  two n a t i o n s  t h a t  V ico 
s p e c i f i c a l l y  t r e a t s .
The te m p o ra l  l i m i t s  o f  The New S c ie n c e  a r e  w hat V ico c a l l e d  th e  'o b s c u re  
a g e s ' -  re m o te  a n t i q u i t y .  H is  p re o c c u p a tio n  i s  th e  h i s t o r y  o f  p r e - c l a s s i c a l  
G reece (G ree c e  b e fo r e  th e  f i f t h  c e n tu r y  B .C .J  and Rome d u r in g  i t s  p re -P u n ic
5
war p e r i o d .  He i s  t h e r e f o r e  c o n c e rn e d  o n ly  w ith  th e  f i r s t  two s ta g e s  o f
t h e i r  c u l t u r a l  e v o lu t io n :  th e  G reek a g e s  o f  th e  gods and h e r o e s ,  and th e
6
c o r re s p o n d in g  p e r io d s  in  Roman h i s t o r y .  The age o f  men p la y s  l i t t l e  p a r t  
in  any o f  V i c o 's  p o s i t i v e  i n v e s t i g a t i o n s  s in c e  he c o n s id e r e d  i t  th e  p r e s e r v e
7
o f  th e  c o n v e n t io n a l  h i s t o r i a n .
1 . The New S c ie n c e . 3^8 .
2 . i b i d . .  393 .
3 . See V i c o 's  C h ro n o lo g ic a l  T ab le  in  i b i d . ,  o p p o s i te  p .2 7 .
4 .  I  u se  t h e  te rm  'n a t i o n '  in  V ic o 's  s e n s e .  See C h.V .
5 .  The A u to b io g rap h y , p . 165 .
6 . I t  s h o u ld  be  n o te d  t h a t  th e  a g e s  d e n o te d , n o t  s i d e r e a l  o r  g lo b a l  t im e  
p e r io d s  b u t  s ta g e s  in  th e  c u l t u r a l  d e v e lo p m e n t 'o f  i n d iv id u a l  n a t i o n s .  
The Roman age  o f  th e  g o d s , f o r  exam ple, was l a t e r  in  t im e  th a n  th e  
G reek a g e  o f  th e  g o d s .
7 . P o r d e t a i l s  o f  V ic o 's  t h r e e  s ta g e  model se e  C h.V .
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The materials which Vico used were not conventional historical records.
8
He found the works of the celebrated Greek historians to be of little use 
for his enterprise if for no other reason than that they did not even purport 
to treat of the period in question. He also rejected Livy’s account of the
9
history of early Rome as unreliable. The absence of any suitable convent­
ional source material led Vico to profess that it was his aim to proceed 
without recourse to any of the normal records:
... for the purposes of this inquiry, we must reckon as if 
there were no books in the world. 10
Vico took as his raw data the myths and language of the classical
11
societies. He believed that these myths embodied factual content. The 
difficulty which confronted him was a problem of interpretation. What, if 
anything, did they signify?
Before the dawn of the eighteenth century there had been many attempts 
to make some sense of the myths handed down from classical antiquity. Most 
of these, however, had been a manifest failure or at least hopelessly in­
adequate. Scholars had used them to support such ridiculous hypotheses that 
the principles of interpretation could not be anything but invalid. This
state of affairs had led some to argue that myths possessed no factual im-12
port, or alternatively, if they did, it was impossible to discover it. At 
the beginning of the eighteenth century it was evident that no satisfactory 
method for the interpretation of myth was available and until such was 
developed it would remain useless for historical purposes.
Vico believed that the key for a solution to the problem resided in an 
understanding of the mind that had produced myth. If the historian gained 
an insight into the structure and workings of this mind, myths, he argued, 
would become quite intelligible and it would become quite clear that they 
were factual statements of happenings in antiquity. As such, they would
8. Herodotus and Thucydides for example.
9. See The New Science, 117» 665.
10. ibid., 330.
11. See Ch.VII.
12. See Ch.II.
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shed, great l ig h t  on the h is to r y  o f  the ’obscure a g e s ’ .
Using h is  developm ental model, Vico contended th a t as myth was a product 
o f  the d iv in e  and hero ic  a g es , i t  was the c r e a tio n  o f  a mind q u ite  d if f e r e n t  
from the modern mind. The f i r s t  ta sk  con fro n tin g  the h is to r ia n  o f  the  
’obscure a g e s ’ , th e r e fo r e , was to  enquire in to  the nature and op eration  o f  
the human mind in  i t s  f i r s t  and second tim e forms -  the d iv in e  mind and the  
h eroic mind. T his en te r p r ise  became one o f  V ic o ’ s main p reoccu p ation s. He 
h im self record s:
T his d iscovery  [of  the myth-making mind/ . . .  has c o s t  us the  
p e r s is te n t  resea rch  o f  alm ost a l l  our l i t e r a r y  l i f e . . .  13
As the remark im p lie s , he b e lie v e d  th a t h is  e f f o r t s  were not in  va in  and th a t
h is  v e n tu re  was a su c c e s s . A lthough he had made use o f  e th n o g ra p h ic  m a te r ia l
he a sse r ted  th a t the co n stru c tio n  o f  explanatory hypotheses was the most
s ig n if ic a n t  fa c to r  in  h is  method:
. . .  metaphysic . . .  has enabled us f in a l ly  to  descend in to  the  
crude minds o f  the f i r s t  founders o f  the g e n t i le  n a tio n s , a l l  
robust sense and v a st  im agination . 14
His con c lu sio n  th a t the d iv in e  and h ero ic  minds were e s s e n t ia l ly  p o e tic  in
nature and op era tion  im plied  th a t the myths and language o f  ea r ly  man were
p o etic  p rod u cts. T his d iscovery  enabled him to  a s se r t  th a t
. . .  the fa b le s  were true and trustw orthy h is t o r ie s  o f  the  
customs o f  the most a n c ien t p eop les o f  G reece. 13
V ic o 's  Theory o f  P o e try
At th e  b eg in n in g  o f  th e  e ig h te e n th  c e n tu ry ,  p o e try  was c o n s id e re d  a
product o f  r e f l e c t io n ,  an in t e l le c t u a l  a c t iv i t y  which c o n s is te d  in  g iv in g  a
16
m etrica l form to  r e f l e c t iv e  th ou ght. I t  was a lso  g en era lly  accepted  th a t  
the fu n ctio n  o f  poetry was to  g iv e  p le a su r e . I t  was deemed a p lay a c t iv i t y  
in v o lv in g  th e m anipulation o f  words and m etr ica l forms for  en terta inm ent. 
Joseph Trapp, for  example, w r it in g  in  1742 d e f in e s  poetry as:
13. The New S c ie n c e . 34» See a lso  i b i d . ,  338»
14 . ib id . , 6 .
15. ib id . .  ? .
16 . See H e rb e rt Read, The Form o f  T hings Unknown. London, i 960 , p .118 .
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An Art of imitating or illustrating in metrical Numbers every 
Being in Nature, and every Object of the Imagination, for the 
Delight and Improvement of Mankind. 17
Early eighteenth-century notions of poetry can be summed up by Horace's
18
dictum: "Aut prodesse aut delectare poetas". Popular interpretations of 
the poetic spirit
... considered poetry as either an ingenious popular expression 
of philosophical conceptions, or an amusing social diversion, 
or an exact science within the reach of everyone in possession 
of the recipe. 19
Vico found himself in radical disagreement with contemporary theories 
on the nature of poetry. He himself was no stranger to poetry for as a
20
youth he had ' abandoned himself to the most corrupt styles of modern poetry’1. 
The theory of poetry that emerges in his writings, however, contrasts sharply 
with the theories of his own day. He himself asserts the originality of his 
contribution in this sphere:
Vico, also in his latest works, was to recover principles of 
poetry different from those which the Greeks and Latins and 
the others since them have hitherto accepted. 21
Vico argued that the human mind is regulated by two arts: the art of
topics and the art of criticism. Topics pertains to the primary operation
of the mind and is grounded in the senses and the imagination. Its function
22
is to render the mind synthetic and inventive. The art of criticism per­
tains to the second operation of the mind and is based in the rational and 
reflective qualities. Its function is to render the mind exact in its
23
judgments. Vico contends that it is with the primary operation of the mind,
24
the art of topics, that poetry must be associated.
Since poetry pertains to topics it is a synthetic, creative and invent-
17. Lectures on Poetry. New York. ^17427 1970» P •15• See also ibid., pp.14-55«
18. See A.R. Caponigri, Time and Idea. London, 1953» P*165* See Horace,
Ars Poetica. 1.333*
19. Samuel Beckett, 'Dante ... Bruno. Vico ... Joyce', in Samuel Beckett et 
al., Pin? Bxagimation Round His Pactification For Incamination of Work in 
Progress. London, 1961, p.9*
20. The Autobiography, p .117•
21. ibid., p.153. See also The New Science. 384*
22. The New Science. 498, 699*
23. loc.cit. See also Qpere. I, p.124.
24. The New Science. 916.
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iv e  a c t i v i t y .  I t  r e q u i r e s  what Vico c a l l s  ingenim n ( in g e n u i ty ) ,  an a t t r i b -
26
u te  which f a c i l i t a t e s  th e  a r t  o f  a s s o c ia t io n ,  an a c t i v i t y  w hich r e l i e s  on
p e rc e p tio n  r a th e r  th a n  r a t i o n a l  r e f l e c t i o n .  Hence p o e try  depends on th e
se n s e s , e s p e c ia l ly  th e  im a g in a tio n :
. . .  p o e t ic  s e n te n c e s  . . .  a re  formed w ith  sen se s  o f  p a s s io n s  and 
a f f e c t io n s ,  in  c o n t r a s t  w ith  p h ilo so p h ic  s e n te n c e s , w hich a re  
form ed by r e f l e c t i o n  and re a s o n in g .  27
I t  fo llo w s  th a t  t r u e  p o e try  i s  a  spon taneous and u n r e f le c t iv e  p ro d u c t:
" r e f l e c t i o n s  on th e  p a s s io n s  th em se lv es  a re  th e  work o f  f a l s e  and f r i g i d
28
p o e ts " .  A f u r th e r  im p lic a t io n  i s  t h a t  p o e t ic  c a p a c ity  i s  in n a te .  I f  one
i s  n o t bo rn  w ith  th e  f a c i l i t y  i t  can n o t be a c q u ire d :
In  every  p u r s u i t  men w ith o u t n a tu r a l  a p t i tu d e  succeed  by o b s t in ­
a te  s tudy  o f  te c h n iq u e , b u t in  p o e try  he who la c k s  n a t iv e  
a b i l i t y  canno t succeed  by te c h n iq u e . 29
Vico s u g g e s ts  t h a t  th e  most im p o rtan t c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  p o e try  i s  i t s
power to  a n im a te , i t s  a b i l i t y  to  g iv e  l i f e  to  th e  in a n im a te :
The most sublim e la b o r  o f  p o e try  i s  to  g iv e  sense  and p a s s io n  to  
in s e n s a te  th in g s .  J O
He a s s e r t s  t h a t  c h i ld r e n ,  whose m ental a c t i v i t y  he c o n s id e rs  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y
p o e t ic ,  a re  o f te n  seen  to  engage in  t h i s  'a n im a tin g ’ a c t i v i t y :
. . .  i t  i s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  c h i ld r e n  to  ta k e  in an im ate  th in g s  in  
t h e i r  hands and t a l k  to  them in  p la y  a s  i f  th e y  w ere l i v in g  
p e rs o n s . J 1
P erhaps th e  most s i g n i f i c a n t  a s p e c t  o f  V ic o 's  th e o ry  o f  p o e try  i s  h i s
c o n te n tio n  t h a t  p o e try  i s  an a c t i v i t y  o f  g r e a t  e p is te m o lo g ic a l im p o rt; i t  i s
n o t a  p le a s a n t  s o c ia l  d iv e r s io n  b u t a  way o f  le a r n in g .  He a rg u e s  t h a t  i t  i s
32
n o th in g  b u t im i ta t io n  w hich i s  i t s e l f  one o f  th e  fundam ental ways o f  o b ta in ­
ing  know ledge:
. . .  th e  a r t s  a re  n o th in g  b u t im i ta t io n  o f  n a tu r e ,  poems in  a 
c e r t a i n  way made o f  th in g s .  33
25
2 5 . i b i d . .  495, 916 .
26 . i b i d . ,  498 . See a ls o  O pere . I, p .1 2 2 .
27 . The Mew S c ie n c e . 219 . Vico would a g re e  w ith  M ilton  who sa id  p o e try  " i s  
s im p le , sen su o u s, p a s s io n a te " .  Quoted by A.S. Diamond, The H is to ry  and 
O rig in  o f  Language. London, i 960, p . 167.
28 . The New S c ie n c e . 825.
2 9 . i b i d . .  2 1 3 .
30. i b i d . .  186.
31 . l o c , c i t .
32 . i b i d . .  2 1 6 .
33. i b i d . .  217 .
V ico a s s e r t s  t h a t  t h i s  ty p e  o f  le a rn in g  i s  ev idenced  by c h i ld r e n  fo r  they
34
“g e n e ra l ly  amuse th em se lv es  by im i ta t in g  what th e y  a re  ab le  to  u n d e rs ta n d 1' .
For V ico , p o e try  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  a  making o r  d o ing  a c t i v i t y .  In  t h i s  
c o n te n t io n  he was undoubted ly  in f lu e n c e d  by th e  Greek verb  TTot£W  f o r  he
35
a s s e r t s  t h a t  i t  i s  from t h i s  te rm  th a t  th e  word “ poet"  i s  d e r iv e d .  S ince
36
th e  making o f  som ething im p lie s  a  com plete  knowledge o f  i t ,  p o e t ic  a c t i v i t y  
i s  an  e p is te m ic  p u r s u i t  par e x c e l le n c e . I t  i s  t h i s  e p is te m o lo g ic a l a s p e c t 
which Snzo F a c i  m a in ta in s  i s  c r u c i a l  f o r  a  p ro p er u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  th e  
V ich ian  n o t io n  o f  p o e try :
We n o te  a ls o  t h a t  Vico speak s o f  p o e try  a s  im i ta t io n .  H ere, 
to o ,  we r i s k  m iss in g  h i s  m eaning i f  we th in k  o f  p o e try  a s  p o e t ic  
w orks and n o t a s  p o ie in . I t  i s  n o t a  q u e s tio n  o f  p o e try  a s  i t  
would be u n d ers to o d  by a  p o e t .  I t  i s  a  q u e s tio n  o f  l e a r n in g ; 
c h i ld r e n  le a r n  by o p e ra t io n s  and from  exam ples and n o t from  e x a c t 
r e s u l t s .  57
V ic o 's  th e o ry  o f  p o e try  has been  th e  o b je c t  o f  numerous e x tra v a g a n t
s ta te m e n ts .  B en ed e tto  C ro ce , f o r  exam ple, s e e s  i t  a s  " a  b o ld  and r e v o lu t -
38
io n a ry  in n o v a tio n "  w h ile  H e rb e r t Read goes so f a r  a s  to  a s s e r t  t h a t  i t  was
39
Vico who f i r s t  p e n e tr a te d  th e  t r u e  n a tu re  o f  p o e t ry .  George Be S a n t i l l a n a  
i s  e q u a l ly  la v i s h  in  h i s  p r a i s e ;
At a  tim e when Pope and V o l ta i r e  w ere tu rn in g  o u t p o lish e d  coup­
l e t s  w hich th e y  th o u g h t to  be p o e try ,  he /V icoJ was a b le  to  t e l l  
them why i t  co u ld  n o t be c o n s id e re d  p o e try  by any s ta n d a rd .  40
96.
The 'P r im itiv e *  Mind
A lthough  V ic o 's  th e o ry  o f  p o e try  i s  o f  i n t e r e s t  in  i t s  own r i g h t  i t s  
r e le v a n c e  to  t h i s  d is c u s s io n  l i e s  in  th e  use to  w hich he pu t i t .  H is p o e t ic  
th e o ry  a f fo rd e d  him h i s  f i r s t  in s ig h t  in to  th e  w ork ings o f  th e  'p r im i t i v e ' 
m ind. G iven th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  n o tio n  o f  p o e try , th e  p o e t ic  s p i r i t  i s  p e c u l-
54. i b i d . .  215 .
55. i b i d . .  576.
56. See C h .IV .
57. 'V ico ,  S t r u c t u r a l i s m ,  and th e  Phenom enological E n cy c lo p ed ia  o f  th e  
S c i e n c e s ' ,  i n  G io rg io  T a g l ia c o z z o ,  G ia m b a t t i s ta  Vico -  an I n t e r n a t i o n a l  
Symposium. B a l t im o re ,  1969» p .5 0 6 .
38. The P h ilo so p h y  o f  G ia m b a tt is ta  V ico . New Y ork, 1913» P*47*
39» Q P . c i t . .  p .1 1 8 .
40. 'V ico and D e s c a r t e s ' ,  O s i r i s . 9» 1950, p .5 7 9 .
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i a r l y  in d i c a t iv e  o f  th e  t h i r d  tim e form  o f  th e  human mind -  th e  r e f l e c t i v e  
41
s ta g e  o r  age o f  man. V ic o ’s a n a ly s i s ,  on th e  o th e r  hand, in d ic a te s  t h a t  
p o e try  i s  to  be a s s o c ia te d  w ith  th e  p r im i t iv e ,  in c e p tiv e  and spon taneous 
s ta g e  o f  m en tal developm ent. I t  i s  from  t h i s  p rem iss  t h a t  he co n c lu d es  t h a t  
th e  o p e ra t io n  o f  th e  p r im it iv e  mind i s  s im i la r  to  t h a t  o f  th e  p o e tic  m ind. 
Hence C a p o n ig r i’ s e v a lu a tio n s
. . .  h i s  [yi c o 's j  s e n s i t i v i t y  to  th e  problem s o f  p o e t ic s  . . . a f f o r d ­
ed th e  f i r s t  g lim pse in to  th e  q u a l i t a t i v e  and dynamic s t r u c tu r e  
o f th e  p r im o rd ia l  moment o f  th e  te m p o ra l- id e a l  p ro c e s s  o f  
h i s t o r y . . .  42
In  a rg u in g  th a t  th e  'p r im i t i v e ' mind was p o e t ic ,  Vico ap p ea led  b o th  to  
s p e c u la t iv e  and e m p ir ic a l c o n s id e r a t io n s .  U sing h i s  analogy  o f  in d iv id u a l
43
developm ent he c o n je c tu re d  t h a t  th e  human mind in  i t s  e a r l i e s t  s ta g e s  o f
grow th was co m p le te ly  dom inated by th e  s e n se s :
And human n a tu r e ,  so f a r  a s  i t  i s  l i k e  th a t  o f  a n im a ls , c a r r i e s  
w ith  i t  t h i s  p ro p e r ty ,  t h a t  th e  s e n se s  a re  i t s  s o le  way o f  know­
ing  th in g s .  44
G ran ted  t h i s  p ro p o s i t io n ,  man a t  t h i s  s ta g e  o f  h i s  developm ent was in c a p a b le
o f  a b s t r a c t  o r r e f l e c t i v e  th o u g h t:
They had on ly  th e  b a re  p o t e n t i a l i t y ,  and th a t  to r p id  and s tu p id ,  
o f  u s in g  th e  human mind and re a s o n . 45
B ecause o f  i t s  im m ersion in  th e  sen se s  th e  'p r i m i t i v e ' mind was r e s t r i c t e d  to
46
th e  p a r t i c u l a r  and th e  c o n c re te ;  g e n e ra l o r u n iv e r s a l  c o n c e p ts  were beyond i t .  
I t  a l s o  fo llo w ed  th a t  th e  mind o f  e a r ly  man was dom inated by a  s tro n g  
im a g in a tio n :
Im ag in a tio n  i s  more ro b u s t  in  p ro p o r tio n  a s  r e a s o n in g  power i s  
w eak. 47
T h is  th e o ry  l im i te d  p r im it iv e  m an 's m en tal a p p a ra tu s  to  to p i c s ;  c r i t i c i s m  was 
beyond him . H is th o u g h t, th e r e f o r e ,  co u ld  on ly  be p o e t ic .
A f u r th e r  re a so n  fo r  p o s tu la t in g  th e  p o e t ic  n a tu re  o f  th e  'p r im i t i v e '
41 . For e la b o r a t io n  see A J t .  G a p o n ig ri, o p . c i t . « p .1 6 5 .
42 . i b i d . ,  p .1 6 4 .
43 . See Gh.V.
4 4 . The New S c ie n c e . 374 .
45 . i b i d . .  6 .
4 6 . i b i d . .  700, 705.
47 . i b i d . .  185 .
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mind was t h a t  d u rin g  th e  e a r ly  s ta g e s  o f  developm ent " a l l  th in g s  n e c e ssa ry
48
to  human l i f e  had to  be in v e n te d " . C o n seq u en tly , th e  a r t  o f  to p ic s  dom­
in a te d  th e  human mind in  i t s  in fan cy  f o r  th e  a r t  o f  c r i t i c i s m  p re su p p o ses  
th e  e x is te n c e  o f  th o se  th in g s  i t  ju d g e s :
P rov idence  gave good gu idance  to  human a f f a i r s  when i t  a ro u sed  
human minds f i r s t  to  to p ic s  r a th e r  th a n  to  c r i t i c i s m ,  fo r  
a c q u a in ta n c e  w ith  th in g s  must come b e fo re  judgm ent o f  them . 49
P erh ap s th e  g r e a t e s t  s in g le  s tim u lu s  to  h i s  v iew s on th e  n a tu re  o f  th e
’p r im i t i v e ’ mind came from  h is  o b s e rv a tio n  o f  c h i ld r e n .  Vico c o n s id e re d
th a t  t h e i r  b eh av io u r was in d ic a t iv e  o f  g r e a t  im a g in a tio n , m a n ife s te d  a
tendency  to  im ita te  what th e y  u n d e rs to o d  and d is p la y e d  a  d i s t i n c t  i n c l i n a t -
50
ion  to  an im ate  th e  in a n im a te . T h is  ty p e  o f  behaviour- he c o n s id e re d  was
e s s e n t i a l l y  p o e t i c .  S in ce  he had argued  t h a t  th e  m ental s t r u c t u r e s  o f  a
51
c h i ld  were s im i la r  to  th o se  o f  p r im it iv e  man, he c o n je c tu re d  t h a t  th e re  was
good re a s o n  f o r  c o n s id e r in g  th e  p r im it iv e  mind a ls o  p o e t ic .
A part from  th e s e  t h e o r e t i c a l  c o n s id e r a t io n s ,  Vico c la im ed  th e r e  were
f irm  e m p ir ic a l grounds f o r  a s s e r t i n g  th e  p o e t ic  n a tu re  o f  th e  p r im it iv e
mind. He c i t e d  te n  exam ples o f  a n c ie n t  n a t io n s  whose e a r ly  h i s to r y  was
52
w r i t t e n  in  v e r s e ,  c o n c lu d in g  th a t  a l l  a c c o u n ts  were in  p o e t ic  fo rm . Vico 
saw two a l t e r n a t i v e  e x p la n a tio n s  f o r  t h i s  phenomenon. E i th e r  th e s e  r e c o rd s  
ex p ressed  r e f l e c t i v e  th o u g h t in  a  p o e t ic  form  o r  t h e i r  c o n te n t was a ls o  
p o e t ic .  G iven V ico ’s dev elo p m en ta l model th e  form er h y p o th e s is  was u n te n ­
a b le  s in c e  i t  d en ied  to  th e  human mind, a t  t h a t  s ta g e  o f  i t s  developm ent, 
th e  s o p h i s t i c a t i o n  n e c e s sa ry  to  make i t  cap a b le  o f  making th e  d i s t i n c t i o n  
betw een c o n te n t  and form . Vico th e r e f o r e  argued  t h a t  a s  " a l l  b a rb a r ia n
55
h i s t o r i e s  have fa b u lo u s  b eg in n in g s"  p r im it iv e  man h im se lf  was fu n d a m e n ta lly  
p o e t i c :
. . .  we may t r u l y  say t h a t  th e  f i r s t  age o f  th e  w orld  occu p ied
4 8 . i b i d . .  498 .
49 . lo c  . c i t .
50 . See i b i d . .  211, 215, 186.
51 . See C h.V .
52 . The New S c ie n c e . 464-470. 
55 . i b i d . .  202 .
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i t s e l f  w ith  th e  p rim ary  o p e ra t io n  o f  th e  human mind.
S ince  he concluded  th a t  th e  mind o f  e a r ly  man was u n q u e s tio n a b ly  p o e t­
i c ,  p o e try  became V ico ’s d e f in in g  te rm  o f  th e  in n e r  q u a l i ty  o f  th e  f i r s t  two 
s ta g e s  o f  c u l t u r a l  developm ent. C a p o n ig r i’ s comment i s  q u i te  j u s t i f i e d :
. . .  p o e t ic  becomes th e  a d je c t iv e  by w hich he d e s ig n a te s  and 
d e s c r ib e s  th e  whole p r e - r e f l e c t i v e  l i f e  o f  man, co m p ris in g  
b o th  i t s  g n o s e o lo g ic a l and i t s  v o l i t i v e  movements, and b e­
com es, most p ro p e r ly  o f  a l l ,  th e  d e s ig n a t io n  o f  t h a t  wisdom 
w hich i s  th e  c o n c re te  s y n th e s is  and e x p re s s io n  o f  t h a t  p re ­
r e f l e c t  iv e  l i f e .  55
Hence th e  p o e try  o f  th e  a n c ie n ts  was sublim e because  i t  was th e  p ro ­
d u c t o f  a  d e f ic ie n c y  o f  re a s o n ; i t  was th e  f r u i t  o f  a lm ost pure sense  
a c t i v i t y :
54
. . .  because  i t  was q u i te  c o rp o re a l ,  th ey  d id  i t  w ith  m arv e llo u s  
s u b l i m i t y . . .  $6
I t  came n a tu r a l ly  to  them s in c e  " th e y  were fu rn is h e d  by n a tu re  w ith  th e se
57
sen se s  and im a g in a t io n s " . F u rth e rm o re , i t  was bo rn  o f  n e c e s s i ty  s in c e
58
e a r ly  man was in c a p a b le  o f  r e f l e c t i v e  th o u g h t .
The ’P r im i t iv e ’ s* N otion  o f  C au sa tio n
In  acco rd  w ith  h i s  t e n e t  t h a t  p o e t ic  a c t i v i t y  i s  an e p is te m o lo g ic a l 
endeavour, V ico a s s e r te d  t h a t  th e  p o e try  o f  th e  a n c ie n ts  ex p re ssed  t h e i r
59
wisdom o r know ledge. S in ce  th e  l a t t e r  was p o e t ic  i t  was based  on a  p o e t ic
a p p re c ia t io n  o f  th e  env ironm ent:
. . .  p o e t ic  wisdom, th e  f i r s t  wisdom o f  th e  g e n t i l e  w orld , must 
have begun w ith  a  m etaphysic  n o t r a t i o n a l  and a b s t r a c t  l i k e  t h a t  
o f  le a rn e d  men now, b u t f e l t  and im agined a s  t h a t  o f  th o se  f i r s t  
men must have been , who, w ith o u t power o f  r a t i o c i n a t i o n ,  were 
a l l  ro b u s t  sen se  and v ig o ro u s  im a g in a t io n . . .  60
I t  fo llo w ed  th a t  th e  mind in  i t s  e a r l i e s t  s ta g e s  o f  developm ent was
c h a r a c te r iz e d  by i t s  ig n o ran ce  o f  c a u s e s , o r ,  p e rh ap s  more a c c u r a te ly ,  by a
54. ib id . , 4 9 6 .
55. o p .c i t . , pp .166- 7 .
56. The New Science, 376
57. ib id . , 575.
58. ib id ., 54.
59. ib id . , 575.
60. loc .c i t •
100.
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p o e t ic  a p p r e c ia t io n  o f  c a u s a t io n .  Hence, a lth o u g h  e a r ly  man was aware o f
th e  phenomena o c c u r r in g  in  n a tu r e ,  u n u su a l s ig h ts  im m ediately  a roused  h i s
62
c u r i o s i t y  much a s  s im i la r  e v e n ts  p e r tu rb e d  th e  p e a sa n t o f  V ic o 's  day . In  
h i s  a tte m p t to  u n d e rs ta n d  th e s e  o c c u rre n c e s , a n c ie n t  man a t t r i b u t e d  them 
w ith  h i s  own n a tu re :
When men a re  ig n o ra n t o f  th e  n a tu r a l  c a u se s  p ro d u c in g  th in g s ,  
and canno t even e x p la in  them by analogy  w ith  s im i la r  th in g s ,  
th e y  a t t r i b u t e  t h e i r  own n a tu re  to  them . 63
He found su p p o rt f o r  t h i s  c o n te n tio n  from  h i s  o b s e rv a tio n  o f  th e  common
p eo p le :
When th e y  wonder a t  th e  p ro d ig io u s  e f f e c t s  o f  th e  magnet on 
iro n  . . .  th e y  come o u t w ith  t h i s :  t h a t  th e  magnet has an 
o c c u l t  sympathy f o r  th e  i r o n . . .  64
Hence Vico a s s e r te d  t h a t  e a r ly  m an 's n o tio n  o f  c a u s a l i ty  was e s s e n t ­
i a l l y  an thropom orphic . He d id  n o t th in k  in  te rm s o f  a b s t r a c t  f o r c e s  b u t 
in  te rm s  o f  th e  p a r t i c u l a r  and th e  c o n c re te .  P r im it iv e  man d id  n o t r e a l l y  
e n q u ire  in to  th e  cau se  o f  an e v e n t; he sought an u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  i t s  mean­
in g  o r p u rp o se . Hence th e  p o e t ic  n o tio n  o f  c a u s a t io n  i s  t e l e o lo g i c a l  
r a th e r  th a n  e f f i c i e n t .  Phenomena o ccu r b ecau se  th ey  a re  w il le d  by someone 
fo r  some p u rp o se :
. . .  a s  r a t i o n a l  m e tap h y sics  te a c h e s  t h a t  man becomes a l l  th in g s  
by u n d e rs ta n d in g  them . . .  t h i s  im a g in a tiv e  m e taphysics  shows 
t h a t  man becomes a l l  th in g s  by n o t u n d e rs ta n d in g  them . . .  and 
p e rh ap s  th e  l a t t e r  p ro p o s i t io n  i s  t r u e r  th a n  th e  fo rm er, f o r  
when man u n d e rs ta n d s  he e x ten d s  h i s  mind and ta k e s  in  th e  th in g s ,  
b u t when he does n o t u n d e rs ta n d  he ta k e s  th e  th in g s  ou t o f  him­
s e l f  and becomes them by tra n s fo rm in g  h im se lf  in to  them . 65
Vico contended that by th is  method o f learn ing ancient man made o f  a l l
66
nature a vast animate body which f e l t  passion s and experienced s t im u li. His 
ignorance thus led  him to  a ttr ib u te  su b sta n tia l and animate ex isten ce  to  
ab stract fo rces:
. . .  they gave the th in gs they wondered a t su b sta n tia l being a fter
6 1 . loc .crt ..
62. ib id ., 377
6 3 . ib id ., 180
6 4 . ib id ., 377
6 5 . ib id .. 405
66. ib id ., 377
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t h e i r  own id e a s ,  j u s t  a s  c h i ld r e n  d o . . .  67
B ecause many o f  th e  phenomena th e y  observ ed  appeared  to  be so w o n d erfu l, 
a n c ie n t  man in te r p r e te d  them a s  th e  a c t i v i t y  o f  superhuman o r  d iv in e  b e in g s .  
In t h i s  fa s h io n  th e  gods and h e ro e s  o f  c l a s s i c a l  myth were c r e a te d ;  they  
w ere p r im it iv e  man’s c a u s e s :
The same th e o lo g ic a l  p o e ts  gave l i v in g  and s e n s ib le  and fo r  th e  
most p a r t  human form s to  th e  e lem en ts  and to  th e  c o u n t le s s  
s p e c ia l  n a tu r e s  a r i s i n g  from  them , and th u s  c re a te d  many and 
v a r io u s  d i v i n i t i e s . . .  68
Vico found su p p o rt fo r  t h i s  a s p e c t  o f  h i s  th e o ry  in  e th n o g ra p h ic  an a lo g y , in
th e  r e p o r te d  a c t i v i t y  o f  th e  A merican In d ia n s :
T h is  i s  now con firm ed  by th e  A merican In d ia n s ,  who c a l l  gods 
a l l  th e  th in g s  th a t  su rp a s s  t h e i r  sm all u n d e rs ta n d in g . 69
P o e tic  U n iv e rsa ls
Not on ly  was p r im i t iv e  m an 's a p p re c ia t io n  o f  c a u s a t io n  l im i te d  by h i s
p o e t ic  mind; h i s  a t te m p ts  to  form  c l a s s  co n ce p ts  were s im i la r ly  c o n t r o l l e d .
A ccording to  V ico , th e  ten d en cy  to  form  u n iv e r s a l s  i s  in n a te :
The human mind i s  n a t u r a l ly  im pelled  to  ta k e  d e l ig h t  in  
u n ifo rm ity .  70
In  th e  p r im it iv e  s t a t e ,  how ever, i t  can n o t a r r iv e  a t  t h i s  'u n i f o r m i ty ' by 
means o f  lo g i c a l  a b s t r a c t io n  in  th e  A r i s to t e l i a n  sense  s in c e  i t  i s  dom inat­
ed by th e  se n se s  and so c o n f in e d  to  th e  c o n c re te  and th e  p a r t i c u l a r .  S in ce  
i n t e l l i g i b l e  c l a s s  c o n c e p ts  a re  beyond i t s  r e a c h ,  i t  p ro ceed s  a c c o rd in g  to  
th e  dynam ics o f  p o e try  and c r e a te s  a  c o n c re te  o r phan tasm ic u n iv e r s a l :
When they  c o u ld  n o t ach ie v e  t h i s  c l a s s  concep t by lo g ic a l  
a b s t r a c t io n ,  th e y  d id  i t  by im a g in a tiv e  r e p r e s e n ta t io n .  71
T h is  im a g in a tiv e  o r  phan tasm ic u n iv e r s a l ,  what Vico c a l l s  a  p o e tic
c h a r a c te r ,  i s  b e fo re  a l l  e l s e  an im age, c o n c re te  and p a r t i c u l a r ,  formed by
means o f  a s s o c ia t io n .  He had observ ed  th a t  c h i ld r e n  te n d  to  form  t h e i r
67 . i b i d . ,  175"!
6 8 . i b i d . .  691.
69 . i b i d . .  379.
70 . i b i d . .  204 .
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first concepts in this fashion:
The nature of children is such that by the ideas and names 
associated with the first men, women and things they have 
known, they afterwards apprehend and name all the men, women 
and things which have any resemblance or relation to the first.72
Hence Vico contends that the poetic character is formed in a similar fashion,
as a product of the poverty of the rational powers of the 'primitive' mind:
Just so the Egyptians reduced to the genus "civil sage" all their 
inventions useful or necessary to the human race which are 
particular effects of civil wisdom, and because they could not 
abstract the intelligible genus "civil sage", much less the form 
of the civil wisdom in which these Egyptians were sages, they 
imagined it forth as Hermes Trismegistus. 73
Vico asserts that in most instances poetic universals take the form of 
animate beings, gods or heroes, to whom all activity within a specific area 
is attributed:
To these poetic universals they reduced all the particular species 
belonging to each genus, as to Jove everything concerning the 
auspices, to Juno everything touching marriage. 74
The poetic characters are primitive man's attempt to classify the objects of 
his environment; the result of his efforts to put order in his universe; his 
attempt to name and so gain knowledge. This type of epistemological activ­
ity prepares the way for the more abstract forms of reasoning that emerge as 
the human mind develops:
These imaginative genera, as the human mind later learned to 
abstract forms and properties from subjects, passed over into 
intelligible genera, which prepared the way for the philosophers..-^
Vico contended that all men in the first two stages of human develop­
ment thought in this fashion. During both the age of the gods and the age 
of the heroes causation and concepts were poetic. The distinction between 
the two stages was that in the former, causes and attributes were personified 
as gods, whereas in the latter, they were particularised as heroes.
72. ibid.. 206.
73. ibid.. 209.
74. ibid., 933.
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The S ig n if ic a n c e  o f  V ic o ’s Theory o f  ’P r im i t iv e 1 M e n ta lity
V ic o ’ s theory o f  p r im itiv e  m en ta lity  has not gone unnoticed  by a number 
o f  modern s c h o la r s .  H. A. Hodges, fo r  example, i s  f u l l  o f  p ra ise  fo r  h is  
accomplishment in  t h i s  area:
I t  i s  V ico ’ s g rea t achievem ent to  have conceived  a ’’lo g ic ” o f  
im aginative  th in k in g  and to  have worked i t  o u t , not merely a s  
an asp ect o f  a e s th e t ic s  . . .  but a s  an a n a ly s is  o f  the way in  
which early  c i v i l i z a t i o n s  ta lk  about a l l  th e ir  con cerns. 76
Although i t  i s  not d i f f i c u l t  to  c r i t i c i s e  the d e ta ile d  a sp ec ts  o f  V ic o 's  
account o f  p r im it iv e  m en ta lity  -  i t  assumes th a t a l l  p r im itiv e  men are 
p ossessed  o f  th e  same type o f  mind; th e a n a ly s is  i s  too broad and g e n e r a lis ­
ed -  to  a g rea t ex ten t i t s  broad o u t l in e s  have been supported by tw e n tie th -  
century p s y c h o lo g is t s ,  p h ilo so p h ers and some a n th r o p o lo g is ts . I t  should be 
n oted , however, th a t they do not su ggest th a t Vico was in f lu e n t ia l  in  the  
form ation o f  t h e ir  own v iew s and many do not even make mention o f  him. Others 
have developed  hypotheses th a t are s im ila r  to  h is  and have pointed  to  the  
fa c t  th a t he en ter ta in ed  l ik e  n o tio n s  but th a t they reached th e ir  co n c lu s io n s  
in d ep en d en tly .
The s i m i l a r i t y  o f  c e r t a i n  a s p e c ts  o f  V ic o 's  th e o ry  to  th e  c o n c lu s io n s  
o f  K urt G o ld s te in  i s  e v id e n t .  The l a t t e r  w r i te s  t h a t  h i s  s tudy  o f  psych­
o lo g ic a l ly  abnorm al p a t i e n t s  has le d  him to  su sp e c t t h a t  p r im it iv e  p eo p le s  
th in k  and a c t  in  a  c o n c re te  f a s h io n :
Prom my e x p e rie n c e  w ith  th e  b eh av io u r o f p a t i e n t s ,  I  guessed  
t h a t  th e  peop le  in  p r im it iv e  s o c i e t i e s  may n o t be i n f e r i o r ,  
b u t t h a t  t h e i r  b eh av io u r may c o rre sp o n d  to  what we have c h a r ­
a c te r i z e d  a s  c o n c re te  b e h a v io u r . 77
S u g g e s tio n s  o f  a s im i la r  n a tu re  have been made by S ilv a n o  A r i e t i ,  a 
fe llo w  p s y c h o lo g is t  who i s o l a t e s  s e v e ra l  s ta g e s  in  th e  developm ent o f  th e  
in d iv id u a l  m ind. He u se s  th e  te rra  " p a le o lo g ic a l"  to  den o te  th e  s ta g e  w hich 
p re c e d e s  th e  one w hich m a n ife s ts  th e  s t r u c t u r e s  o f  A r i s to t e l i a n  lo g i c .  T h is
76 . ’Vico and D ilt h e y ’ , in  G io rg io  T a g lia c o z z o , o p , c i t . ,  p .445»
77» 'C o n ce rn in g  the Concept o f  P r im it iv ity  ’ . in  S tan ley  L'iamond, Prim it ive  
Views o f  the World, New York, 1964» P»9* Cf .  above p .101.
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s ta g e  i s  a  l e v e l  o f  m en tal o p e ra t io n  w hich i s  n o t p re  -  o r  i l l o g i c a l  b u t
lo g i c a l  in  a  d i f f e r e n t  s e n s e . I t  i s  th e  le v e l  a t  which th e  minds o f
78
young c h i ld r e n  and p r im it iv e  man o p e ra te .
A r i e t i  a rg u e s  t h a t  a t  th e  p a le o lo g ic a l  l e v e l  th e  mind i s  cap ab le  o f
79
some a b s t r a c t io n  b u t t h a t  t h i s  a r t  i s  “ f a r  from  com p le te“ . U n iv e rsa ls
produced by a  mind a t  t h i s  l e v e l  a re  p ro d u c ts  o f  sense  a c t i v i t y :
At th e  p a le o lo g ic  l e v e l  th e  in d iv id u a l  s t a r t s  to  th in k  c a te g o r ­
i c a l l y  o r  in  te rras  o f  c l a s s e s .  B ut th e s e  c a te g o r ie s  a re  n o t 
r e l i a b l e ;  b e in g  p rim ary  c l a s s e s ,  th e y  a re  a t  th e  mercy o f  
em o tio n s . 80
He a ls o  a l l e g e s  th a t  th e  ’p a le o lo g ic  mind* alw ays a cc o u n ts  f o r  c a u s a t io n  in  
an thropom orphic c o n c e p ts :
The p e rso n  who th in k s  e x c lu s iv e ly  p a le o lo g ic a l ly  can ask  h im se lf  
why c e r t a in  th in g s  happen; b u t th e  answ er he g iv e s  i s  alw ays an 
an thropom orphic o r p e rs o n a l on e . He th in k s  o f  a l l  e v e n ts  a s  
b e in g  d e te rm in ed  by th e  w i l l  o f  men o r  by an thropom orphized  
f o r c e s .  81
I t  i s  t h i s  le v e l  o f  mental a c t iv i t y  which A r ie t i  c o n s id ers  ch aracter­
i s e s  p r im itiv e  p eop les:
P h y lo g e n e t ic a l ly ,  th e  p a le o lo g ic  w orld  co rre sp o n d s  in  many ways 
to  th e  m y th ica l w orld  o f  a n c ie n t  peo p le  and to  some c u l t u r a l  
i n s t i t u t i o n s  o f  v a r io u s  a b o r ig in a l  s o c i e t i e s  to d a y . 82
I t  i s  o f in te r e s t  th a t A r ie t i  pays Vico the tr ib u te  o f  b e in g  the f i r s t  to
83
a p p re c ia te  t h a t  th e  'p r i m i t i v e ' mind fu n c tio n s  in  t h i s  way.
A r i e t i ' s  c o n c lu s io n s  on th e  n a tu re  o f p o e try  and c r e a t i v i t y ,  and th e  
in s ig h t  they  p ro v id e  in to  th e  o p e ra t io n  o f  th e  p r im it iv e  mind a ls o  co rre sp o n d  
c lo s e ly  w ith  th o se  o f  V ico . He a rg u e s  t h a t  c r e a t i v i t y
. . .  to  a  c o n s id e ra b le  e x te n t  c o n s i s t s  o f  a n c ie n t ,  o b s o le te  m ental 
m echanism s, g e n e ra l ly  r e le g a te d  to  th e  r e c e s s e s  o f  th e  psyche 
where th e  p rim ary  p ro c e s s  p r e v a i l s .  84
85
P o e tic  a c t i v i t y ,  he m a in ta in s ,  m a n ife s ts  s u b s t a n t i a l  u se  o f  th e se  mechanisms
fo r  p o e try  r e l i e s  fu n d am e n ta lly  on m etaphor, th e  e x p lo i ta t io n  o f  which can n o t
78 . S ilv a n o  A r i e t i ,  The In tr a p s y c h ic  S e l f , New Y ork, 1967, p p .108-109.
79 . i b i d . . p . 122.
80. i b i d . , P.125. C f. above pp.97-99.
81. i b i d . . p • 113 - C f . above pp.99-100
82 . ib  i d . , p .1 2 2 .
83. i b i d . , pp .122'-3
84. i b i d . , p .3 2 8 . C f. above P . 9 9 .
85. i b i d . . P.376.
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be l e a r n t  from  o th e r s .  To be m aster o f  th e  m etaphor, he a rg u e s , i s  a s ig n
o f  g e n iu s  and im p lie s  an i n t u i t i v e  r a th e r  th a n  a  r e f l e c t i v e  means o f  p e r -
86
c e p t io n .  True p o e t ic  a c t i v i t y  employs v iv id  im agery and em bodies p h a n ta s -  
87
mic c o n c e p ts .
F o e t r y ,  A r i e t i  a s s e r t s ,  m a n ife s ts  a  s i g n i f i c a n t  p a le o lo g ic  e lem en t .
I t  i s  n o t s u r p r i s in g ,  th e r e f o r e ,  t h a t  he c o n s id e rs  i t  t y p i c a l  o f  very  a n c ie n t  
man and young c h i ld r e n :
In  very  p r im it iv e  peo p le  and in  c h i ld r e n ,  th e  p e rc e p tu a l  q u a l i t i e s  
o f  th in g s  have n o t y e t  been m uffled  by th e  enormous expansion  o f  
c o g n i t iv e  p ro c e s s e s .  88
I t  i s  th e  grow th o f  th e  m ental f a c u l t i e s ,  he b e l ie v e s ,  w hich h as  d u l le d  th e
v iv id n e s s  o f  p e rc e p tio n  and i t  i s  fo r  t h i s  re a so n  t h a t  modern man h as  la rg e ly
lo s t  th e  p o e t ic  f a c u l ty .  In  t h i s  he b o th  acknow ledges and a g re e s  w ith  V ico:
As G ia m b a ttis ta  V ico (1725) d e s c r ib e d , v e ry  a n c ie n t  peop le  r e ­
s o r te d  to  t h i s  ty p e  o f  th in k in g  ^ /poeticJ more th a n  modern p e o p le , 
because in  a n c ie n t  tim e s  a b s t r a c t  co n ce p ts  w ere no t y e t  d ev e lo p ­
ed to  a h igh  d e g re e . 89
E rn s t  C a s s i r e r  i s  a n o th e r  who e la b o r a te s  v iew s on p r im it iv e  c o n sc io u s ­
n e ss  w hich a re  s im i la r  to  V ico ’ s ,  a lth o u g h  much more d e t a i l e d .  D e sp ite  h i s  
s c a n t r e f e r e n c e  to  th e  l a t t e r  in  h i s  The P h ilo sophy  o f  Symbolic Form s. C ass­
i r e r ’ s a n a ly s i s  o f m y th ica l th o u g h t i s  s tro n g ly  re m in is c e n t o f  Vico fo r  he 
a rg u e s  t h a t  p r im it iv e  c o n sc io u sn e ss  i s  co m p le te ly  dom inated by sen se  im press­
io n s  and i s  co n seq u en tly  u n r e f l e c t i v e :
T h is  m y th ica l c o n sc io u sn e ss  l i v e s  in  th e  im m ediate im p re ss io n , 
which i t  a c c e p ts  w ith o u t m easuring  i t  by som eth ing  e l s e .  90
I t  i s  th e  sense  im p ressio n  w hich ta k e s  a b s o lu te  p r i o r i t y  and g iv e s  to  p r im i t ­
ive  man h i s  e n t i r e  g ra sp  o f  r e a l i t y :
For th e  m y th ica l c o n sc io u sn e ss  th e  im p ressio n  i s  n o t m erely r e l a t ­
ive  b u t a b s o lu te ;  th e  im p ressio n  i s  n o t th ro u g h  som ething e l s e  
and does n o t depend on som ething e l s e a s  i t s  c o n d i t io n ;  on th e  con­
t r a r y  i t  m a n ife s ts  and co n firm s i t s e l f  by th e  sim ple in t e n s i t y  o f  
i t s  p re se n c e , by th e  i r r e s i s t i b l e  fo rc e  w ith  which i t  im p resses
86 . i b i d . ,  p . 5 7 3 . C f . above p . 95*
87. i b i d . ,  p .3 8 1 .
88 . i b i d . ,  p.4-01 .
89 . i b i d . ,  p p .408-9 .
9 0 . The P h ilo so p h y  o f  Sym bolic Form s. V o l . I I ,  New Haven, 1955» p.75*
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i t s e l f  upon c o n s c io u s n e s s . 91
C a s s i r e r  u rg e s  t h a t  i t  i s  i t s  c o n c e p tio n  o f  c a u s a t io n  t h a t  d i s t i n g u i s h -
92
e s  m y th ica l th in k in g  from  a b s t r a c t  o r  s c i e n t i f i c  th o u g h t .  W hile th e  s c i e n t ­
i f i c  mind se e k s  an  accoun t o f  c a u s a t io n  in  u n iv e r s a l  o r  g e n e ra l te rm s , th e  
p r im it iv e  mind r e s t r i c t s  i t s e l f  to  th e  p a r t i c u l a r  e v e n t .  T h is  l a t t e r  ty p e  
o f  c o n sc io u sn e ss  e n t e r t a i n s  no n o tio n  o f  chance; every  even t i s  caused  fo r  
some re a s o n . Hence i t  s u b s t i t u t e s  a  law o f  pu rpose  f o r  th e  law o f  c a u s a t io n :
Ivüyth . . .  b e g in s  w ith  th e  i n t u i t i o n  o f  p u rp o s iv e  a c t io n  -  fo r  a l l  
th e  fo r c e s  o f  n a tu re  a re  f o r  myth n o th in g  o th e r  th e n  e x p re s s io n s  
o f  a  demonic o r d iv in e  w i l l .  93
iw ythical c o n sc io u sn e s s  th e r e f o r e  v iew s c a u s a t io n  in  te rm s o f  p e r s o n if ie d  sub­
s ta n c e s ,  n o t o f  dynamic r e l a t i o n s :
T hroughout m y th ic a l th in k in g  we e n co u n te r a  h y p o s ta t iz a t io n  o f  
p r o p e r t i e s  and p ro c e s s e s ,  o r f o r c e s  and a c t i v i t i e s ,  o f te n  le a d ­
in g  to  t h e i r  im m ediate m a te r i a l i z a t io n .  94
C a s s i r e r  m a in ta in s  t h a t  p r im it iv e  c o n sc io u sn e s s , l i k e  a l l  human c o n sc io u s ­
n e s s ,  a t te m p ts  to  o rd e r  i t s  environm ent fo r  th e  purpose o f  u n d e rs ta n d in g  i t .
For th e  m y th ic a l mind t h i s  endeavour r e s u l t s  in  th e  fo rm a tio n , n o t o f  a b s t r a c t  
c a te g o r ie s ,  b u t  c o n c re te  o n es:
The w orld  becomes more i n t e l l i g i b l e  in  p ro p o r tio n  a s  i t s  p a r t s  
a r e  a s s ig n e d  to  th e  v a r io u s  gods, a s  s p e c ia l  sp h e re s  o f m a te r ia l  
r e a l i t y  and human a c t i v i t y  a re  p la ced  under th e  g u a rd ia n sh ip  o f  
p a r t i c u l a r  d e i t i e s .  95
96
By means o f  th e s e  " c o n c re te  u n ify in g  images" th e  ’p r im i t i v e ’ mind p u ts  s t r u c t ­
u re  and o rd e r  in to  i t s  en v iro n m en t. W hile th e  lo g i c a l  c l a s s  d iv id e s  and
u n i t e s  a t  th e  same tim e , th e  m y th ica l c a te g o ry  sim ply " b in d s  p a r t i c u l a r s  t o -
97
g e th e r  in  th e  u n ity  o f  an im age, a  m y th ica l f i g u r e " .
V ico ’ s b e l i e f s  co n c e rn in g  p r im it iv e  c o n sc io u sn e ss  a ls o  f in d  p a r a l l e l s  in
th e  work o f  tw e n t ie th - c e n tu ry  a n th r o p o lo g is t s .  The F rench  s c h o la r ,  Levy-
98
B ru h l, w h ile  n o t e n jo y in g  h ig h  r e p u te  in  th e  B r i t i s h  sc h o o l, s u b sc r ib e s  to  an
91. i b i d . ,  p p .7 3 -4 .  G f . above p .  99.
92. ib id . ,  p.43-
93. i b i d . ,  p.49* G f. above p. 101.
94« i b i d . . p .58.
95. i b i d . ,  p .6 2 .
96 . l o c . c i t .
97. ib i d . T p . 69 . G f. above p .  102.
98. See E .E .E v a n s - P r i t c h a r d ,  L evy -B ru h l’ s Theory o f  P r im i t iv e  M e n ta l i t y . 1958,
p . 2 .
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a n a ly s is  o f  p r im itiv e  modes o f  th in k in g  which i s  not u n lik e  th a t advanced
99
by V ico . He a s s e r t s  th a t the p r im itiv e  mind i s  ’p r e lo g ic a l ' :
I t  i s  not a n t i l o g i c a l ; i t  i s  not a lo g ic a l  e i t h e r .  By d e s ig n a t­
in g  i t  " prelog ica l"  I merely wish to  s ta te  th a t i t  does not 
bind i t s e l f  down, as our thought d o es, to  avo id in g  c o n tr a d ic t­
io n . 100
/
Levy-Bruhl argues th a t the ’p r e lo g ic a l ’ mind i s  fundam entally sy n th e t-  
101
ic  in i t s  o p era tio n s , ev id en ces su b s ta n t ia l use o f  memory and i s  dominated 
102
by the em otions. He a ls o  a s s e r t s  th a t i t  g iv e s  l i t t l e  in d ic a tio n  o f  an 
a p titu d e  fo r  a b str a c t th in k in g:
In sh o rt, the e n t ir e  mental h ab it which r u le s  out a b stra c t thought 
and rea so n in g , properly s o -c a l le d ,  seems to  be met w ith in  a large  
number o f  u n c iv il iz e d  com m unities, and c o n s t i tu te s  a ch a ra cter­
i s t i c  and e s s e n t ia l  t r a i t  o f  p r im itiv e  m e n ta lity . 103
He i s  le d  to  the co n c lu s io n  th a t the p r e lo g ic a l mind i s  capable o f
u n ify in g  a c t iv i t y  but th a t i t s  c a te g o r ie s  are a product o f  memory ra th er than
o f  a b str a c tio n :
The s l ig h t e s t  mental e f f o r t  in v o lv in g  a b stra c t reason in g , however 
elem entary i t  may b e , i s  so d i s t a s t e f u l  to  them th a t they immed­
ia t e ly  d eclare  th em selves t ir e d  and g iv e  i t  up. We must admit 
th e r e fo r e , as we have already sa id , th a t w ith  them memory tak es  
th e  p la ce  . . .  o f  o p era tio n s which elsew here depend upon a lo g ic a l  
p r o c e ss . 104
C onsequently i t s  c a te g o r ie s  are co n crete  and phantasm ic, t h i s  lack  o f  con cep t­
ual th in k in g  being  m anifest in  the languages o f  undeveloped p e o p le s . The 
’p r im it iv e ’ mind’ s
. . .  c o l l e c t iv e  r e p r e se n ta tio n s  C a te g o r ie s / are always la r g e ly  
em otion al. The p r im it iv e ’ s thought and h is  language are but 
s l ig h t ly  co n cep tu a l, and i t  i s  in  t h i s  r e sp e c t  th a t the d is ta n c e  
which sep ara tes h is  mind from ours may perhaps most e a s i ly  be 
estim a ted . 105
Levy-Bruhl i s  a lso  o f  the op in ion  th a t the n o tio n  o f  cau sa tion  held  by 
p r im itiv e  p eo p les  i s  e s s e n t ia l ly  anthropomorphic. He a s s e r t s  th a t they
99 *  The most s ig n if ic a n t  d if fe r e n c e  i s  th a t Levy-Bruhl d en ies  mental d evelop ­
ment a t th e  p h y logen etic  l e v e l .
100. How N a tiv es  Think. London, 1926, p .7 8 .
101. ib id . ,  p .1 0 8 .
102. ib id . , p .1 1 0 . O f. above p .99*
103. P r im itiv e  M en ta lity . London, 1923» p.29*
104. How N a tiv es  Think, p .115 *
103. P r im itiv e  M en ta lity . p . 6 l .  Of.  above p . 1 0 1 .
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e n te r ta in e d  no id e a  o f  secondary  c a u s a l i t y ,  a s c r ib in g  th e  t r u e  cause  o f  some
106
even t to  an unseen  power, to  someone "above and beyond what we c a l l  N a tu re " .
Hence th e y  r e f e r  a l l  e v e n ts  to  th e  in te r v e n t io n  o f  some an im ate  b e in g :
The f a c t  i s  t h a t  th e  p r im i t iv e  . . .  n ev er t r o u b le s  to  en q u ire  in to  
c a u s a l  c o n n e c tio n s  which a re  n o t s e l f - e v i d e n t ,  b u t s tra ig h tw a y  
r e f e r s  them to  a  m ystic  pow er. 107
, 108 
I t  has been  su g g es ted  t h a t  L ev y -B ru h l' s t h e o r i e s  a re  somewhat ex trem e.
Hence i t  i s  n o t s u r p r i s in g  t h a t  more m oderate i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  o f  p r im it iv e
c o n sc io u sn e s s  have been fo rth co m in g  in  r e c e n t  y e a r s .  C laude L e v i-S tra u s s ,
fo r  exam ple, m a in ta in s  t h a t  th e  s t r u c tu r e  o f  m y th ica l th o u g h t l i e s  halfw ay
109
betw een p e rc e p ts  and c o n c e p ts .  A lthough he c o n s id e r s  th e  'p r im i t i v e ' mind
110
s y n th e t ic  and c r e a t iv e ,  he a ls o  a s s e r t s  t h a t  i t  i s  a n a ly t ic  to  some e x te n t .
He a rg u e s  t h a t  th e  ev idence  g lean ed  from  th e  lan g u ag es o f  undeveloped  p e o p le s  
does n o t w a rra n t th e  assum ption  t h a t  th e y  a re  in c a p a b le  o f  a b s t r a c t  th o u g h t .  
O p in ions w hich su g g es t t h a t  p r im it iv e  p e o p le s  a r e  co m p le te ly  b e r e f t  o f  con­
c e p t s ,  L e v i-S tra u s s  d is m is s e s  a s  a  p ro d u c t o f  unbalanced  u se  o f  th e  e v id e n c e . 
A lthough th e r e  a r e  c a se s
. . .  c i t e d  a s  ev idence  o f  th e  supposed in e p t i tu d e  o f  p r im it iv e  
p e o p le  fo r  a b s t r a c t  th o u g h t, o th e r  c a s e s  a re  a t  th e  same tim e 
ig n o re d  w hich make i t  p l a in  t h a t  r ic h n e s s  o f  a b s t r a c t  words i s  
n o t a  monopoly o f  c i v i l i z e d  la n g u a g e s . 111
H is c o n te n t io n s  a re  su p p o rted  by th e  f in d in g s  o f  A. A. H i l l ,  an American
l i n g u i s t ,  who, in  1952, exp loded  " th e  myth th a t  th e r e  i s  no s in g le  te rm  fo r
112
'w a sh in g ' in  C h e ro k ee " . I t  would a p p e a r , th e n ,  t h a t  th e r e  a re  grounds fo r  
b e l ie v in g  t h a t  undeveloped  c o n sc io u sn e ss  i s  n o t a s  r e s t r i c t e d  to  th e  c o n c re te
106. ib  i d . .  p . 438 .
107. i b i d . .  p . 36 . C f . above p .1 0 1 .
108. See G .S . K irk , Myth. C am bridge, 1971» p . 2 4 6 .
109. The Savage Mind. London, 1966, p .1 8 .
110. i b i d . ,  p p .2 3 6 , 2 5 2 .
111. i b i d . , p . 1 .
112. See S tephen  U llm an, 'S em an tic  U n iv e r s a l s ',  in  Joseph  H. G reenberg , 
U n iv e rs a ls  o f  Language. Cam bridge, 1963» p .1 8 1 . I f  th e  c u r io u s  p a t te r n s  
( te c t i f o r m s ,  p en n ifo rm s, e t c . )  t h a t  c o n s t i t u t e  a s ig n i f i c a n t  elem ent o f 
p a l a e o l i t h i c  cave a r t  a re  in t e r p r e te d  a s  symbols (a s  L ero i-G ourhan  and 
A n n ette  Laming have su g g e s te d )  t h i s  a l s o  cou ld  be c i t e d  a s  ev idence  to  
d e m o n stra te  t h a t  p r im it iv e  c o n sc io u sn e ss  i s  n o t r e s t r i c t e d  to  th e  c o n c re te  
and th e  p a r t i c u l a r .  See P . Ucko and Andree R o se n fe ld , P a le o l i t h ic  Cave 
A r t , London, 1967, p ass im .
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and particular as was once thought.
Despite the modified accounts of more recent anthropologists, in its 
broad outline Vico's analysis of primitive consciousness has received sub­
stantial support from twentieth-century scholars. Even where the authorit­
ies disagree with the details of his positive findings, most grant the dis­
tinction between the operation of a 'primitive' mind and that of a 'civilised 
one. It is to some extent unimportant whether Vico supplied a valid solut­
ion to the problem or not; it is sufficient distinction that it was he who 
first asked the question.
Vico himself attributed great significance to his theory of 'primitive'
mentality for he asserted that his discovery of the workings of the poetic
113
mind provided the "master key" for his investigation of the remote past. By
means of his theory of poetic consciousness
... he establishes the only principles of mythology according to 
which the fables bore historical evidence as to the first Greek 
commonwealths, and by their aid he explains all the fabulous 
history of the heroic commonwealths. 114
His theory of poetry also provided him with the foundations for his theory of
language which enabled him to use it as a source of historical evidence:
We find that the principle of these origins both of languages 
and of letters lies in the fact that the early gentile peoples, 
by a demonstrated necessity of nature, were poets who spoke in 
poetic characters. 113
Hence it was his insight into the nature of the poetic mind which Vico claim­
ed unlocked the historical evidence embodied in myth and language and so 
allowed him to embark on the positive programme of The New Science.
113* See The New Science, 34»
114. The Autobiography, p •153•
115. The Dew Science, 34.
CHAPTER VII
am POET 3D MIND IN ACTION: the vichian theory of myth
The Poetic Nature of ivjyth
One of the major sources Vico employed in his attempt to reconstruct the
history of the ’obscure ages' was the body of myth crystallised by the poets
of classical Greece and Rome. By probing this material he believed that he
1
could ’’reconstruct the facts of the prehistoric period of humanity" . To 
utilize it in this way, however, he was compelled to formulate new interpret­
ative concepts for all previous endeavours in this field had proved to be both 
inadequate and unsatisfactory. Interpretations such as those put forward in
Francis Bacon's The Wisdom of the Ancients (1609), Vico dismissed as "more
2
ingenious and learned than true".
Vico's conclusions on the nature of myth were a direct consequence of 
his theory of poetry and his contention that primordial consciousness was 
essentially poetic. He himself was very much aware of the relationship and 
made specific reference to it:
... by virtue of new principles of mythology herein disclosed as 
consequences of the new principles of poetry found herein, it is 
shown that the fables were true and trustworthy histories. 3
Vico's claim that his theory of myth was merely an applied aspect of his theory
of poetry indicates the close relationship he saw between the two theories:
That which is metaphysics insofar as it contemplates things in all 
the forms of their being, is logic insofar as it considers things 
in all the forms by which they are signified. Accordingly, as 
poetry has been considered by us above as a poetic metaphysics 
in which the theological poets imagined bodies to be for the most 
part divine substances, so now that same poetry is considered as 
poetic logic, by which it signifies them. 4
It is statements such as this which justify Caponigri's assertion that Vico's
theory of myth is but the application of his speculations on the nature of
poetry to a specific problem:
1. A. Grimaldi, The Universal Humanity of Giambattista Vico. New York, 1958,
p.165.
2. The Autobiography, p.148.
3. The New Science, 7•
4. ibid., 400.
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The Vichian poetics, as it provides the instrument for the 
penetration of the spontaneous consciousness and for the 
inception of the positive programme of the "New Science'' is 
a theory of myth, 5
Granted the identification of poetic and primordial consciousness, Vico
argued that myth was simply the normal way in which very ancient man expressed
6
his ideas. It was not a deliberately chosen mode of communication - there 
was no choice involved, for it was the only means of expression with which 
primordial man wa.s conversant. Hence myth was not a skillfully contrived 
expression of thought which was in radical contrast with the structure of its 
mode of expression but a spontaneous and natural statement of primordial 
thought:
... the njythologies ... must have been the proper languages of the 
fables; the fables being imaginative class-concepts ... the myth­
ologies must have been the allegories corresponding to them. 7
This line of reasoning led Vico to assert that myths were not purely
fictitious. Indeed, for reasons which will be discussed below, he considered
that they were accounts of historical events, couched in a genre which was
8
peculiar to the 'primitive1 mind. Originally, they constituted true narrat­
ions of the civil history of the most ancient times, their fabulous form being
9
'born of the grossness" of the human mind in its infancy. Hence Vico's
10
contention: "the fables were true and trustworthy histories*?.
Myth : its Pristine Meaning Lost
The myths with which Vico preoccupied himself were those crystallised by 
the writers of classical Greece and Rome. These latter poets, however, were 
not the authors of the traditions concerning the gods and heroes for these 
took their origin from primordial man in the earliest stages of history. Hence, 
if their pristine significance could be recaptured they would shed light on a
5. A Hi. Caponigri, Time and Idea, London, 1953» pp.167-8.
6. The New Science. 816.
7. ibid., 403.
8. ibid.., 816.
9. ibid., 457.
10. ibid., 7 •
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p e r io d  w hich was much more a n c ie n t  th a n  t h a t  o f  c l a s s i c a l  G reece .
I t  was e v id e n t to  Vico th a t  myths had l o s t  t h e i r  o r ig i n a l  meaning by 
c l a s s i c a l  t im e s .  A lthough t h e i r  outw ard s t r u c tu r e  may have su rv iv ed  th e  co u rse  
o f  tim e , th e  accom panying change in  human m e n ta li ty  p rev en ted  th e  men o f  th e  
t h i r d  c u l t u r a l  s ta g e  ( th e  age o f  man ) from  a p p r e c ia t in g  t h e i r  o r ig in a l  s ig n ­
i f i c a n c e .  They had no c o n c e p tio n  o f  th e  r i c h  im a g in a tio n  o f  th o se  who had
11
f i r s t  g iv e n  e x p re s s io n  to  th e  f a b l e s .  Unable to  comprehend them , they  imbued
12
them w ith  m eanings a c c o rd in g  to  th e  i n t e r e s t s  and v a lu e s  o f  t h e i r  own tim e and 
so debased  and o b scu red  t h e i r  o r ig i n a l  m eaning:
13
B ut because  f o r  th e  most p a r t  they  /m yths/ were o r ig in a l ly  m onstrous, 
th e y  were l a t e r  m isa p p ro p r ia te d , th e n  a l t e r e d ,  su b se q u en tly  became 
im p ro b ab le , a f t e r  t h a t  o b sc u re , th e n  scan d a lo u s  and f i n a l l y  in c re d ­
i b l e .  14
Vico p o s tu la te d  t h a t  t h i s  developm ent o f  myth fo llo w ed  th e  p a t te r n  which
15
he had l a i d  down fo r  a l l  human developm ent:
. . .  f a b le s  in  t h e i r  b e g in n in g s  were a l l  t r u e  and sev e re  and w orthy 
o f  th e  fo u n d e rs  o f  n a t io n s ,  and on ly  l a t e r  (when th e  long  passage  
o f  y e a r s  had obscu red  t h e i r  m eanings, and custom s had changed from  
a u s te r e  to  d i s s o l u t e ,  and because  men to  co n so le  t h e i r  c o n sc ie n c e s  
w anted to  s in  w ith  th e  a u th o r i ty  o f  th e  gods) came to  have th e  ob­
scene  m eanings w ith  w hich th e y  have come down to  u s .  16
A cco rd in g ly , he a s s e r te d  t h a t  myths had evo lved  th ro u g h  th r e e  s ta g e s ,  th e  f i r s t
w itn e s s in g  t h e i r  emergence a t  th e  hands o f  th e  th e o lo g ic a l  p o e ts ,  th e  second
se e in g  t h e i r  v i t i a t i o n  by th e  h e ro ic  p o e ts  and th e  t h i r d  c r y s t a l l i s i n g  them in
t h i s  c o r ru p te d  form :
The f i r s t  age in v e n te d  th e  f a b le s  to  se rv e  a s  t r u e  n a r r a t iv e s  . . .
The second a l t e r e d  and c o r ru p te d  them . The t h i r d  and l a s t ,  t h a t  
o f  Homer, r e c e iv e d  them th u s  c o r ru p te d .  17
11. i b i d . .  399.
12. i b i d . ,  220 .
13. S ince myth was o r ig i n a l l y  a  p ro d u c t o f  p r im o rd ia l  man, Vico saw t h i s  a s  a 
n e c e s s i t y :
. . .  th e  f a b le s  o r ig i n a t i n g  among th e  f i r s t  savage and crude men were 
very  s e v e re ,  a s  b e f i t t e d  th e  fo u n d in g  o f  n a t io n s  em erging from  a  
s t a t e  o f  f i e r c e  b e s t i a l  freedom . See i b i d . ,  221 .
14.  i b i d . ,  814.
15. See i b i d . ,  241 .
1 6 . i b i d . ,  81 .
17. i b i d . ,  808 . For an ex ten d ed  d is c u s s io n  o f  th e s e  s ta g e s  see  A. G rim a ld i, 
o p . c i t . ,  p . 2 1 9 . See a ls o  D avid S id n e y , 'V ic o ’ s New S c ien ce  o f  Ivfyth’ , in  
G io rg io  T a g lia c o z z o , G ia m b a tt is ta  Vico -  an I n te r n a t io n a l  Symposium, 
B a ltim o re , 19^9» p .2 6 6 .
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The Pr i s t i n e  S i g n i f ic an ce  o f  Myth
S in ce  one o f  h i s  m ajor co n ce rn s  in  The New S cience was th e  r e c o n s t r u c t io n  
o f th e  h i s to r y  o f  th e  ’o bscu re  a g e s ’ V ic o 's  prim e ta s k  was to  r e c a p tu r e  th e  
p r i s t i n e  s ig n i f i c a n c e  o f  m yth. H is developm en ta l model le d  him to  p o s tu la te  
t h a t  myth in  i t s  o r ig in a l  form  must have been a spon taneous e x p re s s io n  o f  
p r im o rd ia l  th o u g h t .  As such i t  must have p o sse ssed  u n iv o c a l r a t h e r  th a n  
a n a lo g ic a l  s ig n i f i c a n c e :
. . .  d iv in e  o r h e ro ic  c h a r a c te r s  a re  found to  have been  t r u e  f a b le s  
o r s t o r i e s ,  and t h e i r  a l l e g o r i e s  a re  d isc o v e re d  to  c o n ta in  m eanings 
n o t a n a lo g ic a l  b u t u n iv o c a l . . .  18
I t  fo llo w ed  t h a t  each  te rm  in  a  myth must o r ig i n a l l y  have had a s in g le  r e f e r r e n t ,  
th u s  making myths o f  a  f a c tu a l  n a tu r e .  Myths th e r e f o r e  embodied s ta te m e n ts  
abo u t th e  r e a l  w o rld ; they  w ere n o t g e n e ra l maxims t h a t  co u ld  be in t e r p r e t e d  a s  
e t h i c a l ,  m oral o r  e x h o r ta to ry  s ta te m e n ts .  They were e x p re s s io n s  ab o u t everyday  
a f f a i r s ,  couched in  a lo g ic  t h a t  was d i f f e r e n t  from t h a t  o f  e ig h te e n th -c e n tu ry
19
r a t io n a l i s m .  They were th e  e q u iv a le n t  o f  th e  ' r e f l e c t i v e  m in d 's ' co d es  o f  lav/
20
and s c i e n t i f i c  t r e a t i s e s .
One o f  th e  fundam ental p re m isse s  co m p ris in g  V ico ’s th e o ry  o f  myth was h i s
21
b e l i e f  in  i t s  v e r i d i c a l  n a tu r e ,  i t s  t r u t h  b e a r in g  c a p a c i ty .  He found su p p o rt
f o r  t h i s  c o n te n t io n  in  th e  u b iq u i to u s  and p e re n n ia l  n a tu re  o f  myth:
V ulgar t r a d i t i o n s  must have had p u b lic  g rounds o f  t r u t h ,  by v i r t u e  
o f  w hich they  came in to  b e in g  and were p re se rv e d  by e n t i r e  p e o p le s  
ov er lo n g  p e r io d s  o f  t im e . 22
H is p o s tu la te  t h a t  myth was a  p ro d u c t o f  p o e t ic  man a ls o  s tre n g th e n e d  him in  
t h i s  o p in io n . S ince  h i s  th o u g h t was sp o n tan eo u s , p r im o rd ia l  man was in c a p a b le  
o f  making a  d e l i b e r a t e l y  f a l s e  s ta te m e n t .  He co u ld  n o t i n t e n t i o n a l ly  m islead  
fo r  he la c k e d  th e  i n t e l l e c t  n e c e ssa ry  -  th o u g h t o f  th e  second o r d e r ,  r e f l e c t i o n .  
Where th e r e  was b u t  a sim ple  and d i r e c t  movement o f  th e  human m ind, u n c o m p lic a t-
18. The New S c ie n c e , 34. See a l s o  i b i d . ,  210, 403»
19. See Rruce M a z lish ,  The R id d le  o f  H i s t o r y . New York, 19^6, p .31•
20 . See R .G . G ollingw ood, The Id e a  o f  H i s t o r y . London, 1966, p . ? 0 .
21 . The New S c ie n c e « 401. See a l s o  A.R. G a p o n ig r i ,  o p . c i t . ,  p . l 6 8 .
22 . The New S c ie n c e . 149»
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ed by r e f l e c t i o n ,  th e re  could  be no a ttem p t to  d ece ive :
Irony  c e r ta in ly  cou ld  n o t have begun u n t i l  th e  p e rio d  o f  r e f l e c t i o n ,  
because i t  i s  fash io n ed  o f  fa lsehood  by d in t  o f  a  r e f l e c t io n  which 
w ears th e  mask o f t r u t h ,  25
Because o f  t h i s  in a b i l i ty  to  r e f l e c t ,  th e  p o s s ib i l i ty  o f  d ecep tio n  d id  no t 
a r is e  and so p r im itiv e  man was n a tu r a l ly  " t r u t h f u l ,  open, f a i t h f u l ,  generous
24
and magnanimous" • iflyth, a s  th e  a r t e f a c t  o f  such a mind could n o t be an y th ing
but a tru s tw o rth y  source o f  in fo rm atio n :
. . .  s in ce  th e  f i r s t  men o f  th e  g e n t i le  world had th e  s im p lic i ty  o f 
c h i ld re n , who a re  t r u t h f u l  by n a tu re , th e  f i r s t  f a b le s  could  no t 
fe ig n  an y th in g  f a l s e ;  they  must th e re fo re  have been • • •  t ru e  
n a r r a t io n s ,  25
Perhaps th e  most re v o lu tio n a ry  a sp e c t o f  V ic o 's  s p e c u la tio n s  on myth was
h is  b e l i e f  th a t  o r ig in a l ly  myths had been t ru e  accoun ts  o f  h i s to r i c a l  e v e n ts .
He c e r ta in ly  reg arded  t h i s  a s  one o f  h is  major d is c o v e r ie s .  Myths were n o t
only f a c tu a l  and v e r id ic a l ,  they  were a lso  o f  h i s to r i c a l  s ig n if ic a n c e  -  th e
26
"most a n c ie n t h i s to r i e s " .  They were no t d e ta i le d  accoun ts  w r i t te n  in  th e  mode
o f e ig h te e n th -c e n tu ry  ra t io n a lis m  b u t broad sk e tch es  o f  im portan t ev en ts  in  th e
rem ote p a s t ,  expressed  in  a manner p roper to  p r im itiv e  p eo p les :
• . •  i t  may be sa id  t h a t  in  th e  fa b le s  th e  n a t io n s  have in  a  rough 
way and in  th e  language o f  th e  human senses d e sc rib ed  th e  beg inn ings 
o f  t h i s  world o f s c ie n c e s . . .  27
In  t h i s  c o n te n tio n  Vico was in flu en ced  by h is  p o s tu la te  th a t  v e rse  had
preceded p ro se . Hence, i f  lo g ic  and m etaphysics had a t  f i r s t  been p o e tic  i t
was more th an  probab le  th a t  th e  f i r s t  h i s to r i e s  had been o f  a s im ila r  n a tu re :
Inasmuch a s  th e  p o e ts  came c e r ta in ly  b e fo re  th e  v u lg a r h i s to r ia n s ,  
th e  f i r s t  h is to ry  must have been p o e t ic .  28
He was confirm ed in  t h i s  h y p o th esis  by h is  o b se rv a tio n  o f th e  w r i t in g s  o f known
p o e ts . L a tin  p o e ts  such a s  Gunther and W illiam  o f  A pu lia , M edieval p o e ts
such a s  B o iardo , A rio s to  and th e  c e le b ra te d  D ante, he argued , a l l  p o rtray ed
25. i b i d . .  408. See a lso  A.R. C ap o n ig ri, o p . c i t . .  p .169 .
24 . The New S c ien ce . 817«
25. i b i d . .  408.
26. i b i d . .  46 .
27 . i b i d . .  779.
28 . i b i d . .  813.
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r e a l  ev en ts  in  t h e i r  poems and took th e i r  s u b je c ts  from h is to r y .  They "sang
29
n o th in g  bu t h is to r y " .  T h is  he co n sidered  was
, , ,  luminous p ro o f o f th e  f a c t  th a t  th e  f i r s t  fa b le s  were h i s to r ­
i e s .  For s a t i r e  spoke i l l  o f  persons n o t only  r e a l  b u t w e ll 
known; trag ed y  took fo r  i t s  argum ents c h a ra c te rs  o f  p o e tic  h is to r y ;  
th e  Old Comedy put in to  i t s  p lo ts  i l l u s t r i o u s  l iv in g  p e rso n s; th e  
New Comedy, born  in  tim es o f  th e  most l iv e ly  r e f l e c t i o n ,  f i n a l ly  
in v en ted  c h a ra c te rs  e n t i r e ly  f i c t i t i o u s  . . .  and n e i th e r  among th e  
Greeks nor among th e  L a tin s  was an e n t i r e ly  f i c t i t i o u s  c h a ra c te r  
ev er th e  p ro ta g o n is t  o f a  tra g e d y . S trong  co n firm a tio n  o f  t h i s  i s  
found in  th e  popu lar t a s t e  which w i l l  no t accep t m usical dram as, 
th e  argum ents o f  which a re  alw ays t r a g i c ,  u n le ss  th ey  a re  taken  
from  h is to r y ,  whereas i t  w i l l  to l e r a te  f i c t i t i o u s  p lo ts  in  comed­
ie s  because , s in ce  th ey  d e a l w ith  p r iv a te  l i f e  which i s  n o tnp u b lic  
knowledge, i t  b e l ie v e s  them t r u e .  S ince poietic c h a ra c te rs^  a re  o f 
t h i s  n a tu re , t h e i r  p o e tic  a l le g o r ie s  /myths/ . . .  must n e c e s s a r i ly  
c o n ta in  h i s t o r i c a l  s ig n i f ic a t io n s  r e f e r r in g  only  to  th e  e a r l i e s t  
tim e s  o f G reece. 31
52
Because o f  h is  s tro n g  a n t i - d i f f u s io n is t  co n cep ts  Vico r e je c te d  any
su g g es tio n  th a t  a  people took  i t s  myths from some e x te rn a l so u rc e . Hence
th e  myths o f  any given so c ie ty  were in d ic a t iv e  o f  th e  h is to ry  o f  th a t  s o c ie ty .
Since each n a t io n ,  in  i t s  o r ig in ,  was c u t o f f  from a l l  o th e r  p eo p les , be ing
e n t i r e ly  s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t ,  i t  fo llow ed o f n e c e s s ity  th a t  myths were ind igenous,
no t borrow ed. C onsequently  they  were r e f l e c t i v e  o f  a n a t io n ’s  h is to r y :
. . .  s in ce  in  t h e i r  beg in n in g s  th e se  n a tio n s  were fo r e s t-b re d  and 
sh u t o f f  from any knowledge o f  each o th e r  . . .  th e  f i r s t  f a b le s  
must have co n ta in ed  c i v i l  t r u t h s ,  and must th e re fo re  have been 
th e  h i s to r i e s  o f  th e  f i r s t  p e o p les . 33
The s p e c i f ic  type o f  h is to ry  o f  which p rim o rd ia l myth reco u n ted  was
p o l i t i c a l  o r c i v i l  in  n a tu re .  A ll m yths, Vico contended, c a r r ie d  in fo rm atio n
b e a rin g  on th e  c i v i l  o r s o c ia l  l i f e  o f e a r ly  man:
. . .  th e  th e o lo g ic a l  p o e ts  had in v en ted  th e i r  f a b le s  w ith  p o l i t i c a l  
m a tte rs  in  mind, a s  they  a s  founders  o f n a tio n s  n a tu r a l ly  could  
n o t h e lp  d o in g . . .  34
Hence V ic o 's  co n c lu s io n s  on th e  p r i s t in e  s ig n if ic a n c e  o f  myth: i t  was 
f a c tu a l ;  i t  was v e r id ic a l ;  i t  was h i s t o r i c a l .
29 . ib id . .  817.
30. Vico c o n sid e red  p o e tic  c h a ra c te r s  to  be o f th e  essence o f th e  f a b le s .
31. The New S c ie n ce , 817-818.
32. See Ch.V•
33. The New S c ie n c e . 198.
34. ib id . .  721.
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Two C a te g o rie s  o f  Myth
Vico d iv id e d  th e  corpus o f c l a s s i c a l  myth in to  two broad c a te g o r ie s  -  th e
d iv in e  and th e  h e ro ic .  The form er were f a b le s  o f  th e  gods and so re p re se n te d
h i s to r i e s  o f  th e  p rim o rd ia l s tag e  o f human s o c ia l  developments
. . .  th e  f a b le s  o f th e  gods were s to r i e s  o f th e  tim es in  which men 
o f  th e  c ru d e s t g e n t i le  humanity thought th a t  a l l  th in g s  n ecessa ry  
o r u se fu l to  th e  human ra c e  were d e i t i e s ,  35
The l a t t e r  were acco u n ts  o f deeds done by th e  he ro es  and so re p re se n te d  h i s to r ­
ie s  o f th e  second s tag e  o f  c u l tu r a l  developments
. . .  th e  h e ro ic  f a b le s  were t ru e  s to r i e s  o f th e  heroes and t h e i r  
h e ro ic  custom s, which a re  found to  have f lo u r is h e d  in  th e  ba rb aro u s 
p e rio d  o f a l l  n a t i o n s . . .  36
J\tyth, th e r e f o r e ,  was a  source fo r  r e c o n s tru c tin g  th e  h is to ry  o f th e  f i r s t  two 
ages -  th e  ’obscure a g e s ' .
The ta s k  which now co n fro n ted  Vico was to  dem onstrate  how t h i s  c o n te n t 
could be re a c h e d . G ranted th a t  myths were p rim o rd ia l h i s t o r i e s ,  how were 
th e se  h i s t o r i c a l  r e s e r v o i r s  to  be tapped? What was t h e i r  f a c tu a l  c o n te n t and 
how was i t  to  be d iscovered?  V ic o 's  s p e c u la tio n s  on th e  n a tu re  o f p o e try  and 
h is  ensuing  co n c lu s io n  th a t  p r im itiv e  man was fundam entally  p o e tic ,  once again  
provided him w ith  a  s o lu tio n  to  h is  d i f f i c u l t y .  The essence o f myth la y  in
57
th e  p o e tic  c h a r a c te r s .  I f  one a p p re c ia te d  th e  n a tu re  o f th e s e , th e  e m p iric a l 
co n ten t o f th e  v a r io u s  myths would become m a n ife s t .
The “D ram atis  Personae" o f Myth
The p ro ta g o n is ts  o f myth were fo r  th e  most p a r t  gods, h e ro e s , b e a s ts  and 
m onsters. The gods and heroes u s u a lly  assumed an a c t iv e  r o le  w h ile  gods, 
b e a s ts ,  m onsters and, to  a  l e s s e r  degree heroes occupied a p a ss iv e  o r o b je c t iv e  
r o le  in  th e  p o e tic  s e n te n c e s . At f i r s t  g lance th e se  b e in g s  appeared to  have 
l i t t l e ,  i f  any , h i s t o r i c a l  s ig n if ic a n c e .
35. i b i d . . ~
36. loc . c i t .
37. i b id . .  816.
Vico a s s e r te d ,  however, t h a t  th e
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v a rio u s  c r e a tu r e s  appearing  in  myth were a l l  p o e tic  c h a r a c te r s .  They c o n s t i t ­
u ted  th e  lo g ic a l  su b je c ts  (th e  b e in g s , o b je c ts  o r th in g s j  o f p rim o rd ia l m an's 
u n iv e rs e . l/5yth was th u s  concerned w ith  the  r e a l  world and i t  was in  th e  
p o e tic  c h a r a c te r s  th a t  th e  key to  u n ra v e ll in g  th e  h i s t o r i c a l  co n ten t o f myth 
la y .
Vico a s s e r te d  th a t  th e  p o e tic  c h a ra c te rs  fash io n ed  by th e  th e o lo g ic a l
poets (the men of the f ir s t  stage of cultural development)  were a l l  gods. At
t h i s  s tag e  o f  h is  h is to ry  man anim ated every  fa c e t  o f  h is  environm ent and s in ce
i t s  w orkings were beyond h is  comprehension he in v es ted  i t  w ith  supra-human
39 40
powers, th u s  c r e a t in g  th e  v a r io u s  d i v i n i t i e s .  D ivine c h a r a c te r s ,  th e re fo re ,
f i l l e d  bo th  a c t iv e  and p a ss iv e  r o le s  in  th e  e a r l i e s t  myths, gods be ing  invoked
bo th  to  e x p la in  ev en ts  and to  denote o b je c ts  o r th in g s .
The a c t iv e  r o le  a sc r ib e d  to  th e  gods was a product o f a n c ie n t m an's in -
41
a b i l i t y  to  a p p re c ia te  th e  fo rc e s  o p e ra tiv e  in  n a tu re .  The only  way in  which
he could e x p la in  th e  v a rio u s  phenomena he perceived  was to  view them a s  the
e f f e c t  o f some god. S in ce , a t  th a t  very  e a r ly  s tag e  o f h is  developm ent, he
was a t  th e  mercy o f h is  environm ent, a lm ost to  th e  p o in t o f  b e in g  determ ined
42
by i t ,  th e  gods who c o n tro l le d  i t ,  were in v es ted  w ith  a l l  c a u sa l power. Human 
c a u sa tio n  was th u s  submerged in  th e  d iv in e . Hence i t  i s  th e  gods, n o t man, 
who appear a s  c a u sa l ag en ts  in  th e  f a b le s .  On V ic o 's  a n a ly s is ,  th e re fo re ,  the  
c a u sa l a c t i v i t y  a sc r ib e d  to  th e  gods was merely a  p o e tic  means o f e x p la in in g  
th e  ev en ts  which impinged on human co n sc io u sn ess .
The d e n o ta t iv e  fu n c tio n  o f  th e  d iv in e  c h a ra c te rs  was brought about by th e  
tendency o f  a n c ie n t men to  anim ate t h e i r  su rro u n d in g s . S ince they  had no 
n o tio n  o f  th e  fo rc e s  o p e ra tiv e  in  n a tu re , when lig h tn in g  and th u n d er, fo r  ex­
am ple, shook th e  sky they  conceived i t  a s  a  v a s t  anim ate body. Because they
38
38. The n o tio n  o f  a  p o e tic  c h a ra c te r  i s  d iscu ssed  above. See Ch.VI.
39. The New S c ie n c e . 7* 379«
40 . In  th e  f i r s t  two s ta g e s  o f  c u l tu r a l  e v o lu tio n  a l l  su b s ta n tiv e s  were p o e tic  
c h a r a c te r s .  In  th e  f i r s t  age they  were c re a t io n s  o f d iv in e  p o e try ; in  the  
second p ro d u c ts  o f  h e ro ic  p o e try . For b re v ity  I  r e f e r  to  them a s  d iv in e  or 
h e ro ic  c h a r a c te r s  w hile keeping  in  mind th a t  th ey  were bo th  p o e tic .
41 . For e la b o ra t io n  o f  t h i s  p o in t see C h.V I.
42 . The New S c ie n ce . 379*
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expressed, t h e i r  very  v io le n t  p ass io n s  by shou ting  and grum bling, 
they  p ic tu re d  th e  sky to  them selves a s  a g re a t anim ated body, 
which in  th a t  a sp e c t they  c a l le d  J o v e , , .  43
In  t h i s  way Jove came to  denote the  sky and in  a  s im ila r  manner th e  v a rio u s
o th e r  gods emerged, each d en o tin g  d i f f e r e n t  segments o r a sp e c ts  o f  p rim o rd ia l
man’s w orld:
By means o f  th e se  th re e  d iv in i t i e s / jo v e ,  C ybele, Neptune/ . . .  
they  ex p la in ed  ev ery th in g  a p p e r ta in in g  to  th e  sky, th e  e a r th  and 
th e  se a . And s im ila r ly  by means o f  th e  o th e r  d i v i n i t i e s  they  
s ig n i f ie d  th e  o th e r  k in d s  o f th in g s  a p p e r ta in in g  to  each, d en o tin g  
a l l  f lo w ers  fo r  in s ta n ce  by F lo ra , and a l l  f r u i t s  by Pomona. 44
Vico a s s e r te d  th a t  th e  i n a b i l i t y  o f  th e se  e a r ly  men to  a b s t r a c t  p rev en t­
ed them from r e f e r r in g  to  a s p e c if ic  f a c e t  o r a t t r i b u t e  o f an o b je c t or custom . 
They could on ly  speak o f them by invoking  th e  name o f  the god which denoted 
th a t  o b je c t o r i n s t i t u t i o n .  In  o th e r  w ords, p rim o rd ia l man had th e  use only 
o f proper nouns, n o t common nouns:
. . .  th e re  i s  th e  p ro p e rty  o f  the e a r l i e s t  peop les . . .  by which 
th ey  a re  incapab le  o f  a b s t r a c t in g  q u a l i t i e s  from su b je c ts  and 
th e re fo re  can on ly  d e s ig n a te  the q u a l i t i e s  by naming th e  s u b je c ts  
to  which they  be long . 45
Hence p r im itiv e  man could on ly  in c lu d e  some a t t r i b u t e  o f th e  sky o r m arriag e , 
fo r  example by re fe re n c e  to  Jove o r Juno. T his d e fic ien c y  p reven ted  him 
engaging in  a n a ly t ic  though t and consequen tly  d e ta i le d  and acc u ra te  r e p o r ts .  
The d iv ine  f a b le s ,  th e re fo re ,  were only  very  g en e ra l h i s to r i e s .
By the  second s tag e  o f  h i s  c u l tu r a l  development man had made some pro­
g re s s  toward th e  m astery o f h i s  environm ent. C onsequently , h i s  a p p re c ia tio n
o f h i s  own c a u sa l e f f ic a c y  was f a r  g re a te r  than  i t  had been in  th e  p reced ing
46
s ta g e . H is tendency to  c o n c re t iz e , however, co n d itio n ed  him to  te le sc o p e  in to  
one p a r t ic u la r  in d iv id u a l a l l  th e  cau sa l a c t i v i t y ,  w ith in  a  given sphere , o f 
g e n e ra tio n s  o f  men. The end p ro d u c t, because o f th e  many wondrous deeds 
a t t r ib u te d  to  him, was a superman -  a  h e ro . Thus a l l  those  nam eless men who 
c o n tr ib u te d  to  th e  emergence o f  th e  Greek n a tio n  were subsumed under th e  type
43. ib id . . 377.
44. ib id . .  402.
45. ib id . .  768.
46. See Ch.VI.
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name, th e  p o e tic  c h a ra c te r ,  H ercu les . In  a  s im ila r  fa sh io n  Hermes Trism eg-
48
i s t u s  came to  denote  a l l  th o se  who had b rought about Egyptian  c i v i l i s a t i o n .  
A c h il le s ,  fo r  example embodied a l l  th e  a t t r i b u t e s  o f th e  v a l ia n t  man w hile
49
Odysseus was a  com posite o f a l l  th e  a t t r i b u t e s  o f the  cunning man.
The b e a s ts  which appear in  th e  h e ro ic  myths were a p roduct o f  h e ro ic  
man’ s tendency to  anim ate h is  environm ent, n o t a s  gods b u t a s  b e a s ts .  These 
an im als were p a r t ic u la r i s e d  anim ate forms d en o tin g  d i f f e r e n t  segments o f  the  
environm ent. The l io n ,  fo r  example, was th e  he ro ic  c h a ra c te r  which s ig n i f ­
ied  the  f o r e s t .  I t  was a s s o c ia te d  w ith  the  l a t t e r  and so , in  th e  p o e tic  
mind, came to  r e p re s e n t  i t .  Thus th e  v a r io u s  myths re c o u n tin g  H e rc u le s ’
s la y in g  o f  th e  l io n  merely re c o rd  th a t  d u rin g  the  Age o f the  Heroes man c u t 
50
back th e  f o r e s t s .  The se rp en t was th e  h e ro ic  c h a ra c te r  which denoted th e  
51
e a r th .  The a s s o c ia t io n  o f th e  e a r th  and th e  se rp en t i s  obv ious. The myths
which re c o rd  th a t  Cadmus slew th e  g re a t se rp en t reco u n t th a t  in  the  h e ro ic
52
age man p repared  th e  e a r th  fo r  c u l t iv a t io n .
The m onsters which appear in  th e  h e ro ic  myths a re  u su a lly  com posite 
c r e a tu r e s .  Vico co n sid ered  th a t  t h i s  was testim ony to  p r im itiv e  m an 's 
poverty  o f  i n t e l l e c t .  S ince h e ro ic  man was unable to  a b s t r a c t  a t t r i b u t e s  
from e n t i t i e s  when he wished to  u n ite  or sever two a t t r i b u t e s  he was fo rce d  
to  connect o r d iv id e  in d iv id u a ls .  Thus th e  im aginary c r e a tu r e s  o f th e  
h e ro ic  myths
a ro se  from a n e c e s s i ty  o f  t h i s  f i r s t  human n a tu re , i t s  i n a b i l i t y  
. . .  to  a b s t r a c t  form s o r p ro p e r t ie s  from s u b je c ts .  By th e i r  
lo g ic  they had to  put su b je c ts  to g e th e r  in  o rd e r to  put t h e i r  
form s to g e th e r ,  o r to  d e stro y  a su b je c t in  o rd e r to  s e p a ra te  i t s  
prim ary form from th e  c o n tra ry  form which had been imposed upon i t .  
Such a p u tt in g  to g e th e r  o f id e a s  c re a te d  th e  p o e tic  m o n ste rs . 55
The myth d e p ic t in g  H ercu les ' k i l l i n g  o f th e  hydra c o n ta in s  se v e ra l f a c t s  o f
47
47.  The New S c ie n ce . 508, 7&1.
48 . i b i d . ,  412, 416.
49. i b i d . .  405.
50. i b i d . .  5 .
51. Qpere. I l l ,  p .253.
52. The New S c ie n c e , 679*
55. i b i d . .  410.
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p o e tic  h i s to r y .  The hydra was a  complex b e a s t :  i t  was co lou red  b la c k , green 
and go ld ; i t  was covered w ith  s c a le s  and sp in e s ; i t  had wings and was ever 
v i g i l a n t .  Given V ic o 's  a n a ly s is ,  t h i s  myth re c o u n ts  how in  th e  h e ro ic  age 
man d e s ire d  th e  e a r th  (the  b e a s t)  o f th o rn s  and b r i a r s  (th e  s c a le s  and sp in es) 
which were everywhere abundant (ever v i g i l a n t ) .  The c o lo u rs  in d ic a te  th a t  
the  e a r th  was f i r s t  b u rn t (b la n k ) , th en  c u l t iv a te d  (green) and f i n a l ly  h a rv e s t­
ed o f i t s  r ip e  g ra in  (g o ld ) . The wings o f th e  hydra in d ic a te  th a t  th e  land
54
was owned by th e  a r is to c r a c y .
Hence, once i t  was r e a l i s e d  th a t  th e  su b s ta n tiv e  term s o f  myth denoted 
p o e tic  c h a ra c te r s  i t  would be a p p re c ia te d  th a t  f a b le s  co n ta in  in fo rm atio n  on 
th e  everyday a f f a i r s  o f a n c ie n t man. Iv^yths concern ing  Jove were s ta tem en ts  
about o ccu rren ces  in  th e  sky . F ab le s  concern ing  H ercu les were accoun ts  o f 
th e  founding  o f  c i t i e s ,  and so on . % th ,  however, d id  n o t re c o rd  th e  a c t iv ­
i t i e s  o f  in d iv id u a l men b u t r a th e r  th e  "momentous occu rren ces  in  th e  g radua l
55
s o c ia l iz a t io n  o f  mankind". They to ld  o f  th e  o r ig in  o f  r e l ig io n ,  m arriage and
56 57
b u r ia l  (and consequen tly  th e  beg inn ing  o f  h is to r y ) ;  th e  o r ig in  o f  n a tio n s ;  th e
58 59
e stab lish m en t o f  c la s s e s  w ith in  so c ie ty ;  th e  c o n f l i c t s  between th e se  c la s s e s ;
60 61
th e  enfranch isem ent o f  fo re ig n e rs ;  th e  b eg inn ings o f a g r ic u l tu r e ;  th e  fo u n d a t-
62 63 64
ion  o f  c i t i e s ;  m ig ra tio n s  and c o lo n iz a tio n ; th e  b eg inn ings o f chronology . Thus, 
under V ic o 's  s tead y  v is io n
. . .  th e  p h a n ta s tic  e x p lo i ts  o f  th e  gods and goddesses d is so lv e  . . .  
d is c lo s in g  the  grim  r e a l i t y  o f  m ortal c re a tu r e s  s tru g g lin g  to  is su e  
f o r th  from th e i r  b e s t i a l  s t a t e .  65
54. i b id . .  540.
55 . F . Manuel, The E ig h teen th  Century C onfron ts  th e  Gods. Cambridge, 1959» 
p .161 •
56. The New S c ie n ce . 8 , 176, 198, 355*
57 . i b i d . ,  721, 770, 775.
58 . i b i d . .  589.
59 . i b i d . .  586- 7 , 650, 654.
6 ° .  i b i d . .  655.
61 . i b i d . .  3 , 546, 679.
62 . i b i d . .  561.
63 . i b i d . .  78, 560.
64 . i b i d . .  733.
65 . A. G rim ald i, o p . c i t . .  p . 165.
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The Significance of the Vichian Theory of Myth
The s ig n if ic a n c e  o f th e  V ichian  th eo ry  o f  myth r e s id e s  in  i t s  o r i g i n a l i t y ,
th e  problem s i t  solved and i t s  uncanny foreshadow ing o f  a  number o f contem porary
approaches to  th e  study o f myth. V ico’s co n c lu s io n s  in  t h i s  f i e l d  le d  him to
r e j e c t  a  number o f  popular e ig h te e n th -c e n tu ry  n o tio n s  which con sid ered  myths a s
e i th e r  p re t ty  s to r i e s  o r in v e n tio n s  uby a  l o t  o f ly in g  p r i e s t s ’* which were used
66
to  e x p lo it  " c red u lo u s  f o o ls " • H is th e o r ie s  a lso  m il i ta te d  a g a in s t  a l l  th o se
67
o p in io n s  which presupposed th a t  f a b le s  embodied e s o te r ic  o r r e f l e c t iv e  th o u g h t. 
He b e lie v ed  th a t  i t  was t h i s  p re ju d ic e  which had v i t i a t e d  a l l  p rev io u s  a tte m p ts  
to  e la b o ra te  a  s a t i s f a c to r y  th eo ry  o f  myth. To suggest th a t  myths were a l l e g ­
o r ie s  e x p re ss in g  r e f l e c t iv e  knowledge by means o f  a  p o e tic  medium was to  impute
68
a s o p h is t ic a t io n  to  p rim o rd ia l man w hich, given V ico’s developm ental model, was
c le a r ly  u n te n a b le . Samuel B eck e tt a p p re c ia te d  t h i s  p o in ts
A llegory  im p lie s  a  th re e fo ld  i n t e l l e c t u a l  o p e ra tio n s  the  c o n s tr u c t­
ion  o f  a  message o f  g en e ra l s ig n if ic a n c e ,  th e  p re p a ra tio n  o f  a 
fab u lo u s  form , and an e x e rc ise  o f  co n sid e ra b le  te c h n ic a l  d i f f i c u l t y  
in  u n i t in g  th e  two, an o p e ra tio n  t o t a l l y  beyond th e  reach  o f  th e  
pr ira it ive mind • 6 9
Hence any h y p o th esis  im plying th a t  myth embodied a b s t r a c t  wisdom was a v i t i a t i o n
o f myth by th in k e rs  in  l a t e r  a g e s 5
The p h ilo so p h e rs  l a t e r  found a l l  th e se  fa b le s  convenien t fo r  th e  
m e d ita tio n  and e x p o s it io n  o f  t h e i r  moral and m etaphysical 
d o c tr in e s .  70
One o f  th e  most s ig n i f ic a n t  c o n tr ib u tio n s  o f  V ico’s th eo ry  o f myth was
th a t  i t  p re se n te d  a  s o lu t io n  to  some o f  th e  c h ro n o lo g ica l problems invo lved  in
th e  study o f  a n t iq u i ty .  He was aware o f  th e  im portance o f  chronology in  any
71
p u r s u i t  o f  an h i s t o r i c a l  n a tu re  and b e lie v ed  th a t  h is  s p e c u la tio n s  on myth paved
66. See I s a ia h  B e r l in ,  ’G iam b a ttis ta  V ic o ',  The L is te n e r . 28 Septem ber, 1972, 
P .396 . See a lso  Paul H azard, The European Mind (1680-1715). London, 1953$
p .106 .
67. F ra n c is  Bacon i s  an example o f  a  sev en teen th -cen tu ry  sch o la r  g u i l ty  o f  t h i s  
p re ju d ic e .
68 . See Ch.V.
69* 'D ante . . .  Bruno. Vico . . .  J o y c e ',  in  Samuel B eck e tt e t  a l . ,  Our Bxagim ation 
Round h is  F ac t i f  ic a t io n  fo r  Incam ination  o f  Work in  P ro g re ss . London, 1 9 6 1 ,
p .1 2 .
70 . The New S c ie n ce . 720.
71 . i b id . .  17.
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th e  way fo r  e la b o ra t in g  a s a t i s f a c to r y  c h ro n o lo g ica l framework fo r  the  remote 
p a s t •
The h y p o th e s is  o f  the  p o e tic  c h a ra c te r ,  i f  accep ted , c le a re d  up a  number
o f c h ro n o lo g ic a l d i f f i c u l t i e s .  I f  f ig u re s  such a s  Orpheus were no t deemed
72
p o e tic  c h a r a c te r s  th ey  were c h ro n o lo g ica l m o n s tro s i t ie s .  Vico c a lc u la te d  th a t  
Orpheus would have had to  l iv e  fo r  a t  l e a s t  a  thousand y e a rs  to  accom plish a l l
73
th a t  was a t t r ib u te d  to  him. Once i t  was r e a l i s e d ,  however, th a t  Orpheus was 
a p o e tic  c h a r a c te r ,  a  g e n e ra lis e d  ty p e , and n o t an h i s to r i c a l  in d iv id u a l th e  
c h ro n o lo g ic a l problem d is so lv e d .
On the  more p o s i t iv e  s id e , V ic o 's  co n c lu s io n s  p re sen ted  a means fo r  
e s ta b l is h in g  the  sequence o f  the  ev en ts  re p o r te d  in  the  f a b le s .  The pro tagon­
i s t s  o f  the  f a b le s  (gods, h e ro e s ) , he argued , corresponded to  th e  f i r s t  n e ce ss-
74
i t i e s  o r u t i l i t i e s  o f  p r im itiv e  man. He p o in ted  ou t th a t  every need o f  human 
l i f e  -  p h y s ic a l ,  m oral, economic, c i v i l  -  was s ig n if ie d  by one o r o th e r  o f  the
75
th i r t y  thousand Greek d i v i n i t i e s .  I t  fo llow ed , Vico u rged , th a t  the  n a tu ra l
theogony o f  th e  gods co n ta in ed  in  th e  f a b le s  in d ic a te d  the  o rd e r o f e v e n ts .
Thus th e  e s ta b lish m e n t o f r e l ig io n  preceded th a t  o f m arriage s in ce  Jove was
p r io r  to  Juno . Man's concern w ith  th e  sea emerged very l a t e  in  the  Age o f th e
76
Gods s in ce  Neptune was the l a s t '  o f  th e  gent es  m aio res. Vico went so f a r  a s  to
suggest th a t  th e  major gods d e lin e a te d  su ccess iv e  p e rio d s  w ith in  th e  Age o f  th e
Gods and so p re sen ted  a  r e l a t i v e  chronology fo r  m an's e a r l i e s t  h is to r y .
And th e  tw elve major gods, beg inn ing  w ith  Jove, su ccess iv e ly  imag­
ined  w ith in  t h i s  ag e , serve  to  d iv id e  i t  in to  tw elve sm aller epochs 
and th u s  g ive some c e r ta in ty  to  th e  chronology o f  p o e tic  h is to r y .  77
V ic o 's  p e n e tr a t in g  in s ig h t  in to  th e  n a tu re  o f  myth has n o t passed u n n o tic ­
ed by tw e n tie th -c e n tu ry  s c h o la rs .  W h ittak er, fo r  example, rem arkss
72. i b i d . ,  81.
73. i b i d . ,  79.
74 . i b i d . ,  734* T h is  p o s tu la te  was based on th e  axiom th a t  men f i r s t  f e e l  
n e c e s s i ty ,  th en  seek u t i l i t y  and only  l a t e r  look to  com fo rt. See i b i d . ,  
241.
75 . i b i d . .  175, 437.
76 . For a  l i s t  o f  th e  tw elve major gods and t h e i r  fu n c tio n , see Qpere, IV, 
p p .151- 6 0 .
77 . The New S c ie n ce , 734.
Whatever may be thought of these interpretations in detail, there 
can be no doubt about the keenness of Vico's insight into the 
nature of the problem •••• By this method of conjectural search, 
many secrets of the past are now being unveiled. 78
The importance of Vico in this sphere lies not in the fact that he suggested
that certain folk heroes were mythical (i.e. were not historical individuals).
79
This opinion had been previously expressed. It was rather that he presented 
a generalised solution, one that was allegedly valid for the interpretation 
of all myths.
Many of Vico's postulates on myth have been, to some extent, supported
/by modern anthropologists and classicists. Lucien Levy-Bruhl, after examin­
ing non-classical myths, came to the conclusion that they were the natural
means of expression of a mentality quite different from that of the twentieth- 
80
century mind. Vico's contention that fables bore historical content has also 
been reinforced. Thalia Phillies Howe maintains that it is now generally 
recognised
that the myths of a given people reflect its social history, its 
experiences both actual and imaginary. 81
Similar thoughts are expressed by the renowned Homeric scholar, G. S. Kirk.
He is of the opinion that myths still "carry fragmentary overtones of the 
82
past" .
123.
Howe also advances the theory that myths were originally spontaneous
83
narratives which were later reworked and embellished by a long line of poets. 
Kirk argues along similar lines suggesting that myth has been subject to 
change during the course of which its nature and significance has been radic­
ally altered. The crystallisation of myth by the classical poets he considers
78. 'Vico's New Science of Humanity', Mind, 35» 1926, pp.211-212.
79* By Aristotle for example. See T. Whittaker, op.cit.. p.70.
80. Lucien Levy-Bruhl, How Natives Think. London, 1926, pp.368-9.
81. 'The Primitive Presence in Pre-Classical Greece', in Stanley Diamond, 
Primitive Views of the World. New York, 1969» p.155. In view of Vico's 
achievements in this sphere, Howe's failure to associate him with Dürkheim, 
Freud and Jung, as a pioneer in the field, is a great oversight.
82. G.S. Kirk, Myth, The University Press, Cambridge, 1970, p.250.
83. Thalia Phillies Howe, op.cit., p.155*
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was predominantly a literary creation, quite separate in form, 
method and intention either from spontaneous myths of the 
preliterate past or from their transitional descendants. 84
Kirk would here seem to be reinforcing the Vichian account of the evolution
85
of myth. He views this development as a mixed blessing. What myth gained 
from its
systematic complexity ... [it]lost by the gradual diminution of 
its ^gaginative and speculative aspects ... The genuine mythopoeic 
urge lay in the hidden past; even Homer and Hesiod were working 
with a long, selective and formalized tradition. 87
Vico's claim that myth was indicative of the history of the 'obscure
ages’ (prehistory) finds support in both Howe and Bidney. The latter will-
88
ingly admits that myths are "expressions of prehistoric culture' while the
former takes the myth of Jason and Medea and traces its origins back to the
89
late neolithic period in Crete.
Miss Howe's conclusions on the nature of the subjects of myth (the Vich­
ian poetic characters) are strongly reminiscent of Vico. She argues that
as the materials for myth are selected and detached from the 
social atmosphere and are crystallized about a theme, protagonists 
are chosen to carry the theme who are usually not derived from 
historical figures but are, instead, generalized social prototypes
Other aspects of Vico's theory are paralleled in Kirk's findings. He argues
that Egyptian and Indian myths have had little influence on their Greek
91
counterparts. This would appear to lend weight to Vico's rejection of the 
92diffusion of myth. Kirk also suggests that the* division of myth into
95
divine and heroic still has its uses.
Despite the support manifested for a number of the Vichian postulates
84. G.S.Kirk, op.cit.. p.250.
85. See above, pp.111-112.
86. Vico's poetic activity?
87. G.S.Kirk, op.cit.. p.251. Cf. The New Science. 808. Kirk would seem to 
suggest three stages in the evolution of myth: pristine myth as a spontan­
eous creation (Vico's stage of the theological poets); a transitional 
stage (Vico's heroic age) and the stage of crystallisation (Vico's 
Homeric and post-Homeric stage).
88. David Bidney, op.cit.. p.276.
89. op.cit.. pp.15^-165.
90. ibid., p.155.
91. op.cit.. P.223.
92. See above, p.115•
93. op.cit.. p.173* Cf. The New Science. 7.
th e re  rem ain o th e r s  which appear q u ite  u n s a t is fa c to ry  w hile some would seem to
be com pletely  u n ten ab le . The f i r s t  and most obvious d e fic ien c y  in  V ico’ s
p o s i t io n  i s  t h a t  h is  th eo ry  o f myth i s  based so le ly  on c l a s s i c a l  ev idence .
Greek and Roman myths, however, a re  b u t two examples o f myth. Any co n c lu s io n s
drawn from t h i s  body o f evidence can be v a l id  only in  t h i s  r e s t r i c t e d  a re a .
94
V ic o 's  was a th eo ry  o f c l a s s i c a l  myth, n o t o f  myth in  g e n e ra l.
The n o tio n  o f  the  p o e tic  c h a ra c te r  i s  one t h a t  i s  n o t e n t i r e ly  c le a r  in
a l l  i t s  a s p e c ts .  I t  i s  by no means c e r ta in  w hether th e se  f ig u r e s ,  a lthough
grounded in  h i s t o r i c a l  r e a l i t y ,  were r e a l  h i s to r i c a l  in d iv id u a ls  th a t  were
em bellished  o r simply c o l le c t io n s  o f q u a l i t i e s  th a t  were denoted by a name.
Were they  u n iv e rs a l is e d  in d iv id u a ls  o r a c o n c re tis e d  c o l le c t io n  o f  u n iv e rsa le ?
95
V ic o 's  tre a tm en t o f the  Homeric problem h ig h l ig h ts  t h i s  q u e s tio n .
96
The c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  o f  Solon a s  a p o e tic  f ig u re  i s  one in s ta n ce  where i t
would appear th a t  Vico was d e f in i te ly  m istak en . A ll th e  evidence p o in ts  to
97
th e  co n c lu s io n  th a t  Solon was in  f a c t  an h i s to r i c a l  in d iv id u a l .  In  t h i s  case
i t  ap p ears  th a t  Vico has made an over e n th u s ia s t ic  and consequen tly  a f a r  too
l i b e r a l  a p p lic a t io n  o f a  new and e x c i t in g  th e o ry .
V ic o 's  c o n ten tio n  th a t  a l l  myths were fundam entally  n a r r a t iv e  in  purpose
i s  a  fu r th e r  p o s tu la te  th a t  must be m odified  in  th e  l ig h t  o f re c e n t s c h o la rsh ip .
M alinowski found th a t  T ro b ria n d e rs  made a th r e e - fo ld  d iv is io n  o f  t h e i r  myths:
f o lk t a l e s  to ld  fo r  e n te r ta in m en t; legends w ith  h i s to r i c a l  c o n te n t;  myths th a t
98
served  a  sacred  o r r e l ig io u s  pu rpose . K irk s t a t e s  th a t  w ith in  th e  body o f
99
c l a s s i c a l  myth th e re  can be found some t h i r t y  two d i f f e r e n t  them es. He 
su g g e s ts , a s  a  s im p lif ie d  pragm atic ty p o lo g y , th re e  c la s s e s :  the  n a r ra t iv e  and 
e n te r ta in in g ;  the  o p e ra t iv e , i t e r a t i v e  and v a l id a to ry ;  th e  sp e c u la tiv e  and
125.
94. I t  may perchance be v a lid  fo r a l l  myth but Vico does not demonstrate th is .
95. See Ch.X.
96. The New Science. 414, 416.
97. See fo r example: Herodotus, The H is to rie s . I ,  29-34, 86; Aristophanes,
The Clouds. 1187; Aeschines, Against Ctesiphon. 257; Demosthenes, Against 
Androtion, 30.
98. See G.S. Kirk, o p .c i t . . p.20.
99. ib id . ,  p p .187-189, 194-196.
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explanatory*  Levy-Bruhl i s  an o th er who a f f irm s  th a t  myths a re  no t alw ays
101
n a r r a t iv e  in  purpose* He c o n s id e rs  th a t  they  a re  q u ite  o f te n  evocative*
V ico’ s hy p o th esis  th a t  myths were simply n a r r a t iv e s  i s ,  th e n , an o v e r- 
s im p lif ic  a t io n •
The claim  th a t  myths were made up o f  p ro p o s it io n s  th a t  were n e c e s s a r i ly
102
tru e  i s  a lso  an un tenab le  h y p o th e s is . I f  th e  V ichian  argum ents on t h i s  p o in t
dem onstrate  any th ing  they  show th a t  p r im itiv e  man cou ld  n o t in te n t io n a l ly
deceive* D e lib e ra te ly  to  m islead  and to  be m istaken , however, a re  two q u ite
d i s t i n c t  p o s s ib i l i t i e s *  To use V ic o 's  te rm ino logy , th e  form er belongs to  the
103
sphere o f  th e  certum , th e  l a t t e r ,  to  th a t  o f  th e  verum. A myth may co n ta in
what i t s  au th o r deems to  be th e  t r u t h  b u t i t  does n o t n e c e s s a r i ly  fo llow  th a t
th e  s ta t e  o f  a f f a i r s  i s  a s  he p e rc e iv e s  i t ,
David Bidney, one o f  th e  few a n th ro p o lo g is ts  to  in d ic a te  th a t  he i s  aware
o f  V ic o 's  work, r e j e c t s  V ic o 's  c o n ten tio n  th a t  myth i s  a f a c tu a l  r e p o r t  o f
h i s t o r i c a l  e v en ts . He comments:
. . .  in s te a d  o f t r e a t i n g  myths h i s to r i c a l l y  a s  ex p re ss io n s  o f  
p re h is to r ic  c u l tu re  and thoughtw hich inform  us p rim arily  about 
th e  a u th o rs  and s u b je c ts  o f th e  myths . . .  he /Vico ]  proceeded 
to  in te r p r e t  them, in  a d d i t io n ,  a s  a l le g o r ie s  . . .  Thus he tended 
to  assume th a t  th e  myths were p r im a rily  v e h ic le s  fo r  the  symbolic 
ex p ress io n  o f h i s t o r i c a l  t r u t h s  th a t  th e  p o e ts  in  t h e i r  wisdom 
wished to  reco rd  fo r  p o s te r i ty .  He confused th e  s u b je c tiv e , 
h i s to r i c a l  t r u t h  o f the  myths w ith  t h e i r  o b je c t iv e , h i s to r i c a l  
t r u th  by assum ing a u n ity  o f  o b je c t fo r  m yths, fo r  which he had 
no evidence bu t th a t  o f  h is  own f e r t i l e  im ag in a tio n . 104
A lthough t h i s  c r i t ic i s m  c a r r i e s  a  c e r ta in  fo rc e , Vico d id  n o t confuse the
105
s u b je c tiv e  and o b je c tiv e  h i s t o r i c a l  t r u t h  embedded in  myth. He used th e  
f a b le s  to  come to  an a p p re c ia tio n  o f  th e  m e n ta lity  o f  p r im itiv e  man which he 
th en  employed both  to  show th a t  myth d id  p o sse ss  f a c tu a l  co n ten t and to  
dem onstrate  how th a t  co n ten t could  be in te r p r e te d .  By ta k in g  in to  account
100
100. i b i d . ,  p p .253- 54.
101 • op^j^it^., p . 370.
102. See above, p .114.
103. See C h.IX .
104. o p . c i t . ,  p*276.
105. F ar from con fusing  the  is s u e , i t  was Vico who f i r s t  emphasised th e  
im portance o f th e  d i s t i n c t io n .  See C h .I I .
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th e  s u b je c t iv e , h i s to r i c a l  t r u t h  o f  myth, Vico approached an u n d e rs tan d in g  o f 
i t s  o b je c t iv e  h i s to r i c a l  c o n ten t and so gained  some a p p re c ia tio n  o f th e  ev en ts  
o f  th e  p r e h is to r ic  past*
Although th e  su b je c tiv e  and o b je c t iv e  h i s t o r i c a l  t r u th  o f  myth may be 
lo g ic a l ly  d is t in g u is h e d , they  cannot be se p a ra te d , as  Bidney seems to  imply* 
They n e c e s s a r i ly  c o n d itio n  each o th e r  and w ith o u t a  f u l l  a p p re c ia tio n  o f one 
th e re  can be no t ru e  u n d ers tan d in g  o f the  o ther*  Bidney may be c o r r e c t  in  
a s s e r t in g  th a t  V ic o 's  c la im s re g a rd in g  th e  o b je c t iv e  co n ten t o f myth were 
p ro d u c ts  o f an o v e r - f e r t i l e  im ag in a tio n . I f  so , V ic o 's  in te r p r e ta t io n  o f  i t s  
s u b je c tiv e  co n ten t i s  open to  th e  same c r i t i c i s m .  Bidney cannot a ccep t one 
and r e j e c t  th e  o th e r .
While V ic o 's  th eo ry  o f  myth and i t s  a p p l ic a t io n  c e r ta in ly  p re sen t 
d i f f i c u l t i e s ,  i t  rem ains a  s ig n i f ic a n t  developm ent in  th e  h is to ry  o f  European 
a t t i t u d e s  to  p r im itiv e  man and h is  a r t e f a c t s .  I t  i s  an achievem ent which 
r e q u ir e s  more th an  token acknowledgement o r p o l i t e  d e n ig ra tio n .
CHAPTER Vlll
THE POETIC MBTD IN ACTION: VICO'S THEORY OF LANCTIaCR.
Vico's Attitude to Language
Language constituted the second important source which Vico employed for 
his investigation of the remote past* Indeed, the two pillars on which his 
reconstruction of the 'obscure ages' rested were his theory of myth and his
insight into the nature of language. a  true appreciation of language, he con­
tended, would enable scholars
... to make discoveries of antiquities far beyond their expectations 
and ours. 1
This appreciation of the historical value of language was not evident in 
early Vichian thought. In The Study Methods (1708;, the only value he seems 
to attribute to the study of language is a pragmatic one - it is useful to a
young man wishing to make his way in society. Linguistic skills were ancillary
2
to rhetoric. The De Antiquissima (1710; indicated that his views on this 
subject had changed radically for in this work he purports to glean an under­
standing of the knowledge of the ancient Italians from an examination of their
3
language. Although the conclusions he reaches are not important in this con­
text, the work's significance lies in the fundamental change in approach which 
it reveals. In The New Science the approach of the De Antiquissima is devel­
oped. Language is there conceived in dynamic terms and considered to be 
culturally contaminated. Hence the growth of a language reflects the growth 
of a people - its history;
The vulgar tongues should be the most weighty witnesses concerning 
those ancient customs of the peoples that were observed at the 
time when the languages were being formed. 4
1. The New Science. 33*
2. The Study Methods, pp.39-41 • See also T. de Mauro, 'Giambattista Vico: From 
Rhetoric to Linguistic Historicism', in Giorgio Tagliacozzo, Giambattista 
Vico - an International Symposium. Baltimore, 1969» pp.279-80.
3. See Ch.IV, p.56.
4. The New Science. 151.
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The Origin of Language
Vico asserted that a full appreciation of the historical evidence embod­
ied in language necessitated an understanding of its nature and inner dynamism, 
and hence its origin. The problem of linguistic origins had occupied scholars
5
for centuries. As early as Plato attempts had been made to present a solution
and, according to Vico, it was Plato who provided him with the stimulation to
6
begin his own investigations in this field. Although many solutions had been 
offered since the time of Plato, Vico held little respect for them. In his 
opinion they were all
••• so uncertain, frivolous, inept, pretentious or ridiculous, and 
so numerous, that we need not relate them, 7
Hence Plato’s theory, along with those of Vossius, Hugo, Scaliger and 
Sanchez were deemed eminently unsatisfactory. In Vico’s opinion, his contemp­
oraries, in following Plato, had all made the mistake of approaching the problem
8
with the assumption that primordial man was possessed of Aristotelian logic,
9
an approach which led to nothing but confusion and despair. The conventional
thesis was a product of ignorance, ignorance of the origin of language:
... the grammarians, encountering great numbers of words ... and 
not their origins ••• have given peace to their ignorance by 
setting up the universal maxim that articulate human words have 
arbitrary significations. 10
11
Vico considered it a solution which revealed ”an excess of good faith".
The conventional theories militated against the entire Vichian approach 
to history. An analysis of language in static terms flatly contradicted his 
developmental model which he considered valid for all cultural material. It 
was impossible that language could have suddenly appeared, fully formed. Not
5. See The Cratylus.
6. The Autobiography, p.148,
7. The New Science, 450* See also Ihe Autobiography, p,153•
8. The New Science. 455«
9. ibid.. 428.
10. ibid.. 444. See The Cratylus in Benjamin Jowett (trans.), The Dialogues of 
Plato, Vol.3f London, 1970, pp.129-30, 188-194*
11. The New Science. 444*
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o n ly  d id  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  th e o r i e s  a s c r ib e  an u n w arran ted  s o p h i s t i c a t i o n  to
p r im o rd ia l  man, th ey  a ls o  in v o lv ed  th e m se lv es  in  c i r c u l a r i t y .  I f  language i s
to  se rv e  i t s  pu rpose  i t s  r e f e r r e n t s  must be ag reed  upon by a t  l e a s t  two p e o p le .
I t  fo llo w s  t h a t  i f  i t s  r e f e r r e n t s  a re  a r b i t r a r y  some medium o f com m unication i s
n e c e ssa ry  to  d e te rm in e  what each  term  w i l l  s ig n i f y .  Hence to  suppose t h a t  th e
r e f e r r e n t s  o f  language a re  a r b i t r a r y  in  o r ig in  i s  to  p resuppose  t h a t  some medium
o f  speech  a lre a d y  e x is te d  and so b eg s  th e  q u e s tio n  w ith  r e g a rd  to  th e  o r ig in  o f  
12
la n g u ag e . V ico somewhat i r o n i c a l l y  rem ark s t h a t  such ap p ro ach es to  th e  problem  
p resu p p o se  t h a t
. . .  th e  p eo p le s  t h a t  in v e n te d  language must f i r s t  have gone to  
sch o o l to  him ^ A r is to t le ^  . 13
V ic o 's  app roach  to  th e  problem  o f  language was in  acco rd  w ith  h i s  e n t i r e  
tre a tm e n t o f  h i s to r y .  Language was o f  a  dynamic n a tu r e ,  i t  was som eth ing  th a t  
grew and was ev e r in  a  s t a t e  o f  f lu x .  Hence i t  was bo rn  and s u b je c t  to  a
c o n s ta n t  b u t g ra d u a l developm ent. I t  had n o t sudden ly  ap peared  a s  a  g i f t  o f  
th e  gods o r  th e  p ro d u c t o f  an a r b i t r a r y  d e c i s io n .
Language, Vico a rg u ed , evo lved  in  th e  n a tu r a l  c o u rse  o f  e v e n ts .  I t  was 
a  c u l t u r a l  d e v ic e , a  man-made to o l  aimed a t  a s s i s t i n g  in  s u r v iv a l .  I t  e v e n tu a t-
14
ed from  everyday  n eeds such a s  th e  n e c e s s i ty  f o r  c e r t a in t y  o f  o w n ersh ip . I t s  
em ergence was sp o n tan eo u s , n o t th e  r e s u l t  o f  a  d e l ib e r a t e  d e c is io n  a s  th e  
t r a d i t i o n a l  t h e o r i e s  im p lie d . Hence language was n o t an a r t i f i c a l l y  c o n s t r u c t ­
ed medium o f  com m unication b u t a  n a tu r a l  developm ent, th e  co u rse  o f  w hich was
15
in s e p a ra b le  from  t h a t  o f  th e  human m ind. I t s  b e g in n in g s  would th e r e f o r e  have
been ru d e , j u s t  a s  th e  n a tu re  o f  th e  men who had i n i t i a t e d  i t  had been  c o a rse
and b a r b a r i c .  S ince  i t  was th e  p r im o rd ia l  o r  p o e t ic  mind th a t  had p ro v id ed
16
th e  o r i g i n a l  s t im u lu s  to  th e  e v o lu tio n  o f  language i t  was in  t h i s  mind t h a t  i t s  
o r ig i n s  w ere to  be so u g h t:
12. See Ernst C a ssirer , The Logic o f the Humanities. New Haven, 1961, p .108.
13. The New S cien ce , 455*
14. i b i d . . 483.
15. i b i d . .  409 .
16. i b i d . . 456 .
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The p h ilo so p h e rs  and p h ilo lo g ia n s  should a l l  have begun to  t r e a t  
o f  the  o r ig in s  o f language and l e t t e r s  from the  fo llo w in g  p r in ­
c ip le s ,  (1 ) That th e  f i r s t  men o f th e  g e n t i le  world conceived  
id eas  o f  th in g s  by im ag ina tive  c h a ra c te rs  o f  anim ate and mute sub­
s ta n c e s , ^2; That they  expressed  them selves by means o f  g e s tu re s  
o r p h y s ica l o b je c ts  which had n a tu ra l  r e l a t io n s  w ith  th e  id e a s ; 
fo r  example, th re e  e a r s  o f  g ra in , o r a c t in g  a s  i f  swinging a scythe 
th re e  tim e s , to  s ig n ify  th re e  y e a r s ,  t f )  That they  th u s  expressed  
them selves by a  language w ith  n a tu ra l  s ig n i f ic a t io n s ,  17
The n a tu ra l  o r ig in  o f  language, Vico u rged , n e c e s s a r i ly  im plied  th a t  the
18
f i r s t  words must have been n a tu r a l ly  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  the  th in g s  th ey  denoted . 
The e x is ten c e  o f h ie ro g ly p h ic s , which he though t was the f i r s t  s c r ip t  o f  a l l
19
n a tio n s , dem onstrated  t h i s  p o in t .  They were n o t th e  in v e n tio n s  o f  ph ilosoph­
e r s ,  r e p o s i to r ie s  o f  e s o te r ic  wisdom, b u t p rim o rd ia l m an's f i r s t  a ttem p t a t
w r it in g . H ie ro g ly p h ics  were n o t an a r b i t r a r i l y  chosen dev ice  b u t th e  only
20
means a t  a n c ie n t m an 's d isp o sa l -  a  rude s c r ip t  a s  b e f i t t e d  crude men.
I t  was t h i s  h ie ro g ly p h ic  form o f  w r i t in g  which gave Vico h is  f i r s t  c lu e  
to  th e  o r i g ^  o f language. Since th e  b eg inn ings o f language and s c r ip t  were 
c o in c id e n ta l ,  the  s ig n i f ic a t io n s  o f  th e  l a t t e r  would c a s t  l i g h t  on th o se  o f 
the  form er. I t  was c l e a r ,  however, th a t  h ie ro g ly p h ic s  bore a  n a tu ra l  r e l a t io n  
to  th e  th in g s  they  s ig n i f ie d .  I t  must th e re fo re  be th e  case w ith  language 
a ls o .  In  V ic o 's  o p in io n , i t  was th e  f a i l u r e  o f th in k e rs  to  r e a l i s e  t h i s  f a c t  
( th a t  language and w r it in g  began to g e th e r ) th a t  had led  to  th e  co n fu s io n .
In  very  lo g ic a l  fa sh io n , Vico a s s e r te d  th a t  th e  f i r s t  a tte m p ts  a t  language
23
began in  "mute tim e s" . The language o f t h i s  p e rio d  was a  form o f communication 
th a t  employed co n cep ts  ( a lb e i t  c o n c re te ; and o b je c ts  b u t no w ords. At t h i s  
s tag e  i t  was in  no way sym bolic, a b s t r a c t  o r a r t i c u l a t e .  Communication was
17. i b id . . 451 .
18. ib id . . 444.
19. i b id . . 455* I t  should be no ted  th a t  Sumerian Cuneiform i s  e a r l i e r  than  
Egyptian  h ie ro g ly p h ic .
20 . l o c . c i t .
21. i b id . . 451. Vico argued th a t  th e  term  'grammar' made t h i s  e v id e n t. O rig in ­
a l l y  i t  meant th e  a r t  o f  speaking o r th e  a r t  o f  w r i t in g .  See ib id . . 429.
22. ib id . .  429.
23. ib id . .  401.
But the d i f f ic u l t y
was created  by the sch olars them selves, a l l  o f whom regarded the 
o r ig in  o f  le t t e r s  as a separate question from th at o f  the o r ig in  
o f languages, whereas the two were by nature conjoined . 22
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based on a m ental language from which, a t  subsequent d a te s ,  the  many d i f f e r e n t
a r t i c u l a t e  languages developed.
There must in  th e  n a tu re  o f human th in g s  be a  m ental language 
common to  a l l  n a t io n s ,  which unifo rm ly  g ra sp s  th e  substance  o f 
th in g s  . . .  and e x p re sse s  i t  w ith  a s  many d iv e rse  m o d if ic a tio n s  
a s  th e se  same th in g s  may have d iv e rse  asp ec ts*  24
B efore th e  emergence o f phonetic  language p r im itiv e  man employed g e s tu re s
o r o b je c ts  to  ex p ress  h i s  co n cep ts  ( h is  m ental language):
. . .  th e  f i r s t  language in  th e  f i r s t  mute tim es o f the  n a tio n s  
must have begun w ith  s ig n s , w hether g e s tu re s  o r p h y s ic a l o b je c ts ,  
which had n a tu ra l  r e l a t io n s  to  the  id e as  /to  be ex p ressed / . 25
Vico gleaned  support fo r  t h i s  h y p o th esis  from h is  o b se rv a tio n  o f  m utes:
Mutes make them selves understood  by g e s tu re s  o r o b je c ts  th a t  have 
n a tu ra l  r e l a t io n s  w ith  th e  id e a s  they  w ish to  s ig n ify .  26
The Greek word ’ lo g o s ' p rovided  fu r th e r  evidence fo r  t h i s  c o n te n tio n . Vico
observ es  th a t
. . .  logos o r ’’word" meant a lso  "deed“ to  th e  Hebrews and " th in g "  
to  th e  G re e k s ... 27
O r ig in a lly , th e n , th e re  must have been no d i s t in c t io n  between word, th in g  and
deed. Vico concluded th a t  th e  f i r s t  languages had employed no t w ords, f l a t i
v o c is . b u t r e a l  th in g s . The 'w ords ' were r e a l  o b je c ts .  a s  an example o f
28
t h i s  r e a l  speech he c i t e s  th e  message sen t to  D ariu s by Id a n th ry su s . T his
example, Vico a s s e r te d ,  dem onstrated  th a t  a t  th e  tim e o f  Id a n th ry su s  th e
29
S cy th ian s  had no t even reached  th e  stage  o f  h ie ro g ly p h ic  w r i t in g .
T h is  n a tu r a l  speech, Vico h y p o th esised , had been succeeded by a p o e tic
d is c o u rse , v ocal sounds th a t  were c lo se ly  r e la te d  to  th e  o b je c ts  they  s ig n i f -  
30
ie d . H is su g g estio n  th a t  the  f i r s t  words were m onosyllabic was confirm ed by
24. i b i d . . 161. I t  would seem th a t  V ic o 's  'm ental language ' was m erely a 
way o f  say ing  th a t  p rim o rd ia l man perce iv ed  d is c r e te  w holes even i f  he 
had no phonetic  language w ith  which to  denote them.
25. ib id . .  401.
26. i b id . .  225.
27. i b id . .  401.
28. See i b id . . 99* Id an th ry su s  sen t f iv e  o b je c ts :  a f ro g , a  mouse, a  b i r d ,  
a  p loughshare  and a  bow. For V ic o 's  in te r p r e ta t io n  o f  th e  message see 
ib id . .  435.
29. ib id . .  99.
50. i b id . .  227.
h is  o b se rv a tio n  o f  c h ild re n .
31
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The f i r s t  v ocal words, Vico contended, were a  p roduct o f im ita t io n :
. . .  a r t i c u la te  language began to  develop by way o f onom atopoeia, 
through which we s t i l l  f in d  c h ild re n  hap p ily  ex p re ss in g  them selves, J2
He ta k e s  a s  an i l l u s t r a t i o n  th e  word fo r  Jo v e , P rim o rd ia l man h eard  th e  r o l l
o f  th e  thunder and the  w h is tle  o f  the  l ig h tn in g , o r a s  Vico would con tend , he
observed Jove , How would such a man speak o f Jove '< S ince he was by n a tu re
a poet and s in ce  im ita tio n  was a  d e f in in g  c h a r a c te r i s t i c  o f  p o e try  he would
denote him by im ita t in g  the thunder o r th e  l ig h tn in g . Hence the  L a tin s  c a l le d
Jove Io u s  because t h i s  was a  word th a t  sounded l ik e  th u n d er; th e  Greeks c a l le d
33
him Zeus since  t h i s  terra approxim ated to  th e  w h is tle  o f  l ig h tn in g .
I n te r j e c t io n s ,  Vico surm ised , were a  second source o f w ords. These were
34
th e  n a tu r a l  sounds em itted  under th e  in flu en c e  o f v io le n t  p a ss io n s . P r im itiv e
35
man, s teeped  in  the  sen ses , was e s p e c ia l ly  prone to  such o u tb u r s ts .  Vico
su g g es ts  th a t  i t  was in  t h i s  fa sh io n  th a t  th e  word fo r  f a th e r  evolved:
Thus i t  i s  no t beyond lik e lih o o d  t h a t ,  when wonder had been awaken­
ed in  men by the  f i r s t  th u n d e rb o lts , th e se  in te r j e c t io n s  o f Jove 
should give b i r t h  to  one produced by th e  human v o ic e : ”p a lw; and 
th a t  t h i s  should th en  be doubled: "papel" From t h i s  in te r je c t io n  
o f wonder was subsequently  d e riv ed  J o v e 's  t i t l e  o f " f a th e r  o f men 
and gods"•••  J 6
In  ex p la in in g  th e  o r ig in  o f  language Vico a lso  a t t r ib u te d  a m ajor ro le  to
s in g in g . He rem arks th a t  th e  most g r i e f - s t r ik e n  and th e  most jo y fu l  "ven t
37
g re a t  p a ss io n s  by b reak in g  in to  song*1. S ince p r im itiv e  man was a t  th e  mercy
o f  h i s  senses Vico p o s tu la te d  th a t  he was prone to  ex p ress h is  f e e l in g s  in  a
38
s im ila r  fa sh io n .
Vico fu r th e r  m ain tained  th a t  in  so f a r  a s  th e  f i r s t  words were n o t easy 
sounds to  a r t i c u l a t e ,  s in g in g  helped  m aster t h e i r  p r o n u n c ia t io n .  Indeed , he
31. i b i d . .  231.
32. i b i d . .  447.
33* l o c . c i t .
34* See ib i d . . 448. See a lso  Q pere, I I ,  p .140 . 
35* The New S c ien ce , 378.
36. i b i d . .  448.
37. i b i d . .  229.
38. i b i d . .  230 .
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suggests that
••• this first song of the peoples sprang naturally from the 
difficulty of the first utterances.•• 39
Once again Vico supported his hypothesis by appealing to comparative evidence.
Mutes utter formless sounds by singing, and stammerers by singing 
teach their tongues to pronounce. 40
It was by singing that primitive man achieved mastery of the consonantal sounds
41
which came less naturally to him than vowel sounds.
The Development of Language
Once language had emerged it developed in an orderly fashion. As with
all cultural development, Vico proposed that language, in its development from
the incipient to its vulgar stage, had manifested itself in three forms. This
schema he borrowed from the Egyptians.
At the outset of our discussion, then, we posit as our first 
principle ... that according to the Egyptians there had been 
spoken in their world in all preceding time three languages. 42
The first of these was a divine mental language employed by the theolog­
ical poets. It was a fantastic form of speech, a mute language, that made 
use of physical subjects which were thought to be divine. Writing at this
43
stage was confined to hieroglyphics. This was followed by heroic language,
a language that was symbolic (employed words) but which relied heavily on
metaphors, images and similes. Writing was restricted to the blazonings on 
44
shields. Vulgar language was the next to evolve. As the human mind became 
prone to abstraction and less dependent on imagination, objects were denoted 
by "diminutive signs" - words. By this stage the part played by metaphor in 
the development of language was forgotten. It was at this time that the
45
vulgar scripts also emerged.
39. ibid.. 462.
40. ibid.. 228.
41• ibid., 461•
42. ibid.. 432.
43. ibid.. 401, 432, 929.
44. ibid.. 34, 432, 438.
45. ibid.. 402, 935.
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Vico d id  n o t in ten d  th a t  th e se  s ta g e s  be m etaphysical s t r a ig h t- ja c k e ts *  
To i n f l i c t  a  number o f c le a r ly  d e fin e d , s t a t i c  c a te g o r ie s  on an e v o lu tio n a ry  
p ro cess  was no t in  accord  w ith  h is  g en era l approach . The d iv is io n s  were 
m erely an h e u r is t ic  d ev ice , employed fo r  e x p la in in g  th e  ev o lu tio n  o f  language 
from the  co n cre te  to  the  a b s t r a c t .  They were n o t sh arp ly  d e lin e a te d  s ta g e s  
bu t merged w ith  one an o th e r:
The p o e tic  speech which our p o e tic  lo g ic  has helped  u s  to  under­
stand  con tinued  fo r  a  long tim e in to  the  h i s to r i c  p e r io d , much 
a s  g re a t and ra p id  r i v e r s  co n tinue  f a r  in to  th e  sea , keep ing  
sweet the  w a ters  borne on by the  fo rce  o f th e i r  flow . 46
P o e try , Vico a s s e r te d ,  gave to  language i t s  in te r n a l  dynamism. Language
expanded and developed by means o f  p o e tic  d ev ice s  such a s  m etaphor, metonymy
47
and synecdoche. I t  was th e re fo re  no t s u rp r is in g  to  f in d  th a t  language in  i t s
in fan cy , i t s  p o e tic  s ta g e , m an ifested  a  g re a t  abundance o f  v iv id  r e p re s e n t-
48
a t io n s ,  images, s im ile s ,  com parisons, m etaphors and c irc u m lo c u tio n s .
Vico argued th a t  th e se  p o e tic  d ev ice s  were n o t to  be co n stru ed  a s  ingen­
io u s  in v e n tio n s ; nor a s  a  d e l ib e ra te  a ttem p t to  em b ellish  o r e n ric h  p r im itiv e
49
d is c o u rse . They were n o t employed from choice b u t from n e c e s s i ty ;  they  were 
th e  only  means o f ex p ress io n  a n c ie n t man had a t  h is  d is p o s a l .  P o e tic  language, 
sa id  V ico,
50
. . .  was born e n t i r e ly  o f poverty  o f  language and need o f  e x p re ss io n .
51
He observed th a t  th e  most fre q u e n tly  o c cu rrin g  device was m etaphor. I t  
was s ig n i f ic a n t ,  he rem arked,
. . .  th a t  in  a l l  languages the  g re a te r  p a r t  o f  the  e x p re ss io n s  r e ­
la t in g  to  inanim ate th in g s  a re  formed by metaphor from th e  human 
body and i t s  p a r ts  and from th e  human senses and p a ss io n s . 52
Examples o f t h i s  phenomenon c i te d  inc lude  th e  use o f ’h ead ’ to  denote th e  top
o f  som ething; ’mouth’ fo r  the  opening o f an y th in g : ’ l i p '  fo r  the  rim  o f  o b je c ts
46 . i b i d . .  412.
47. ib id . .  406-407.
48. i b i d . .  456.
49 . i b i d . .  409.
50. i b i d . ,  456.
51. ib id . . 404.
52. i b id . .  405.
53
such as vases.
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Metaphor was clearly a means for extending and developing language. Its 
predominance in an infant language was only to be expected, Man had first 
become aware of his body. The words he had evoked to indicate its various 
parts, when he became conscious of his environment, were then applied to the 
various facets of his physical universe, by means of metaphorical thinking. It 
was by giving sense and passion to insensate things that metaphor brought about
54
an extension of the denotative power of language. When man became aware of 
his spirituality (his mental activities) the vocabulary he employed to name 
mental objects and activities were products of a similar process* By means of 
metaphorical thought it was derived from the words that had been used to denote
55
physical objects and activities. Vico would most certainly have agreed with
56
Richter's comment: "Every language is a dictionary of faded metaphors".
Metaphor, with the other poetic devices, was one of the truly great creat­
ive forces in language. By extending the denotative function of vocabulary, 
it enabled man to cope more efficiently with his environment. It was, indeed, 
an authentic epistemological factor within language, each metaphor being, in
57
fact, "a fable in brief".
Vico was totally committed to the view that the various languages had
58
originated and evolved independently of each other. Since a nation in its
59
primordial condition was impenetrable, the language of a given people at its
formative stage had little chance of being influenced by outside factors. This
isolation, in spite of the mental language common to all peoples, explained the
existence of the many diverse languages:
There remains, however, the very great difficulty: How is it that 
there are as many different vulgar tongues as there are peoples?
To solve it, we must here establish this great truth: that, as the
53. Vico also provides numerous other examples. See loc.cit.
54. ibid.. 404.
55. ibid.. 237.
56. A.S. Diamond, The History and Origin of Language. London, 1960, p.168.
57. The New Science. 404.
58. ibid.. 63, 441.59. ibid.. 303* Vico cites China as an example.
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peo p les  have c e r ta in ly  by d iv e r s i ty  o f  c lim a te s  acq u ired  d i f f e r e n t  
n a tu re s , from which have sprung a s  many d i f f e r e n t  custom s, so from 
t h e i r  d i f f e r e n t  n a tu re s  and custom s a s  many d i f f e r e n t  languages 
have a r i s e n ,  60
Hence, in  th e  sphere o f  language, Vico was an environm ental d e te rm in is t ,  the
d if fu s io n  o f  language from a s in g le  source be in g  co n sidered  an im p o s s ib i l i ty .
Any d iffu s io n  which had taken place occurred during the la t t e r  stages o f  a
61
n a t io n ’ s developm ent when i t s  language was w ell developed. Hence th e  m a jo rity  
o f words in  a  language were in d igenous.
Since vocabulary  was n a tu r a l ly  r e la te d  to  the th in g s  th a t  i t  s ig n i f ie d ,  
V ic o 's  a n t i - d i f f u s io n is t  approach im plied  th a t  the  language o f  a people could  
only d e riv e  from the  o b je c ts  o r ev en ts  which impinged on th a t  s o c ie ty . Thus 
a  change in  th e  c u l tu r a l  m a te r ia l o f  a so c ie ty  would n e c e s s i ta te  a  co rrespond­
ing  change in  i t s  language:
. . .  t h i s  sequence o f  human th in g s  s e ts  the  p a t te rn  fo r  th e  h i s t o r i e s  
o f words in  the  v a r io u s  n a tiv e  languages. 62
Thus, a s  the  developm ent o f language i s  co n d itio n ed  by th e  community th a t  evokes
i t ,  so th e  h is to ry  o f  a  language r e f l e c t s  the  h is to ry  o f th e  people who employ
i t .
The H is to r ic a l  C ontent o f  Language
T his  approach enabled Vico to  employ language a s  a  means fo r  coming to  a 
knowledge o f  th e  'o b scu re  a g e s '.  H is th eo ry  o f  language j u s t i f i e d  th e  u t i l i z ­
a t io n  o f  l i t e r a t e  so u rces  fo r  th e  purpose o f  in f e r r in g  back to  a p e rio d  beyond 
th a t  fo r  which th e re  was l i t e r a r y  ev id en ce . By u sin g  th e  in d i r e c t  evidence 
su p p lied  by language, by employing in fe ren ce  r a th e r  than  r e p o r t ,  he was ab le  to  
go beyond what ' th e  a n c ie n t a u th o rs  had s a id * .
To accom plish h is  ta sk  Vico used h is  l in g u i s t i c  th e o r ie s  to  engage in  
e tym olog ical s p e c u la tio n s . The etym ologies o f n a tiv e  o r ind igenous w ords, he
63
a s s e r te d ,  were h i s t o r i e s .  They re v e a le d  th e  in te r n a l  development o f a  p eo p le .
60. i b i d . . 44b^ ’
61 . i b i d . ,  22 .
62. i b i d . ,  240.
63. i b id . .  22.
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Foreign  words, on th e  o th e r  hand, d id  n o t p o sse ss  an etymology ^except a s  n a tiv e  
words o f some o th e r language) bu t were "mere s to r i e s  o f words taken  by one
65
language from another"*  They were u se fu l fo r  de term in ing  th e  c o n tac t o f one 
so c ie ty  w ith  an o th er and th e  p resence  o f th e  same fo re ig n  words in  a  number o f 
languages allow ed th e  h is to r ia n  to  tr a c e  th e  movement o f a people o r e ls e  demon­
s t r a t e  th a t  th e  one so c ie ty  had a f fe c te d  a  number o f  communities* The v a rio u s
names th a t  had graced N aples, f o r  example, in d ic a te d  th a t  bo th  P hoen ic ians and
66
Greeks had founded c o lo n ie s  th e r e .
I t  fo llow ed th a t  th e  most u se fu l languages fo r  in v e s t ig a t in g  rem ote a n t i ­
q u ity  were th e  m other-tongues. The term  ' m other-tongue *connoted a language
67
which had m ain ta ined  i t s e l f  a  "dominant tongue th roughout i t s  developm ent". Such 
languages would o f f e r  an ample a r ra y  o f ind igenous words. They would, th e re ­
fo r e ,  shed g re a t l i g h t  on th e  h is to ry  o f th e  tim e a t  which they  were be in g
68
formed. Vico co n sid e red  th a t  L a tin , Greek and German were a l l  m other-tongues. 
A lthough Vico recommended th e  study o f  German to  o th e rs  he h im se lf made
69
l i t t l e  use o f i t .  On occasio n  he d id  argue from th e  e tym ologies o f Greek w ords,
b u t th e  bulk  o f  h is  l in g u i s t i c  evidence was taken  from th e  L a tin  language.
By th e  re a so n in g  o u t o f  th e se  cau ses  joi the  L a tin  lan g u ag ^  many 
d is c o v e r ie s  have been made in  a n c ie n t Roman h is to r y ,  government 
and law , a s  you w i l l  observe a  thousand tim es , 0 re a d e r , in  t h i s  
volume. 70
H is c o n c e n tra tio n  on L a tin  e tym olog ies was n o t a p roduct o f  chance but o f  c h o ice . 
He re c o rd s  how he n o tic e d  th a t  p o ly g lo ts ,  because they  a ttem p ted  to  m aster a  
number o f  d i f f e r e n t  to n g u es, u s u a lly  ended up w ith o u t a com plete command o f  any 
one language. T h is le d  Vico to  d i r e c t  h is  e f f o r t s  toward th e  m astery o f  one -
64
64* Vico never t e l l s  u s  what th e  c r i t e r i o n  i s  fo r  judg ing  a  word to  be n a tiv e  
o r fo re ig n  excep t in  so f a r  a s  one r e f l e c t s  th e  in te r n a l  h is to ry  o f  a 
s o c ie ty  w hereas th e  o th e r  does n o t .  In  th e  absence o f  some e x te rn a l c r i t ­
e r io n  t h i s  would appear to  invo lve  a  c e r ta in  c i r c u l a r i t y .
65. The New S c ien ce . 22.
66 . i b i d . .  304.
6 7 . ib id . .  152.
68 . ib id . . 33, 153.
6 9 . See fo r  exam ple, ib id . . 588, 607*
70 . ib id . .  33.
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L a tin ,
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V ic o 's  l in g u i s t i c  sp e c u la tio n s  le d  him to  some in te r e s t in g  co n c lu s io n s
b ea rin g  on th e  h is to ry  o f  e a r ly  man. One o f th e  more s ig n if ic a n t  o f  th e se
72
was th a t  th e  a n c ie n t L a tin s  had f i r s t  been rude fa rm ers . T h is , he argued , was 
c le a r ly  dem onstrated  by th e  vocabulary  o f  th e  L a tin  language. He co n sid e red
73
th a t  " alm ost th e  whole corpus o f i t s  words had sylvan o r r u s t i c  o r ig in s " .  V ic o 's  
s p e c u la tio n s  o f  the  etymology o f the  term  le g e r e , " to  re a d " , c o n s t i tu te  an ex­
c e l l e n t  example o f h is  l in g u i s t i c  argum ents:
For example, l e x . F i r s t  i t  must have meant “c o l le c t io n  o f  a co rn s" . 
Thence we b e lie v e  i s  d e riv ed  i l e x , a s  i t  were i l l e x . " th e  oak" (a s  
c e r ta in ly  a q u ile x  i s  th e  " c o l le c to r  o f  w a te rs " ) ;  fo r  th e  oak p ro ­
duces th e  aco rn s  by which the  swine a re  drawn to g e th e r .  Lex was 
n ex t "a  c o l le c t io n  o f v eg e tab le s"  from which th e  l a t t e r  were c a l le d  
legum ina. L a te r on, a t  a  tim e when v u lg a r l e t t e r s  had n o t y e t been 
inven ted  fo r  w r i t in g  down th e  law s, le x  by a n e c e s s ity  o f  c i v i l  
n a tu re  must have meant " a  c o l le c t io n  o f c i t iz e n s "  o r th e  p u b lic  
p a rliam en t; so th a t  th e  p resence o f  th e  people was th e  law . . .  F in ­
a l l y  c o l le c t in g  l e t t e r s ,  and making a s  i t  were a  sheaf o f  them in  
each word, was c a l le d  le g e r e . " re a d in g " . 74
A fu r th e r  co n c lu sio n  was th a t  a g r ic u l tu re  was c lo s e ly  connected w ith  th e  
emergence o f  tow ns. T h is  was in d ic a te d  by th e  word u rb s  which had o r ig in a l ly
75
meant moldboard plough b u t came to  mean c i t y .  The term s a ra  and a ra trum  led
to  th e  same c o n c lu s io n . O r ig in a lly , a ra  had th e  sense o f  " a l t a r " ,  a  p lace  o f
asylum , b u t had l a t e r  come to  denote town, fo r  du rin g  th e  course o f  tim e asylum s,
76
because they  a t t r a c t e d  p o p u la tio n , developed in to  tow ns. Vico a lle g e d  th a t  i t
77
was from a ra  th a t  a ra tru m . "p lough", was d e r iv e d . Hence th e  L a tin  language 
dem onstrated  a  s ig n i f ic a n t  c o r r e la t io n  between a g r ic u l tu re  and urban developm ent.
V ic o 's  tre a tm e n t o f  th e  v e rb s  esse  and edere i s  a lso  o f  i n t e r e s t .  The 
ap p aren t s im i la r i ty  between them in  t h e i r  th i r d  person , p re sen t te n se  -  e s t  and 
e s t  re s p e c t iv e ly  -  led  him to  a s s e r t  a  c lo se  r e la t io n s h ip  between th e  two. In -
71. The Autobiography, p p .133-34*
72. Some o f th e se  co n c lu s io n s  may have been prompted by h is  re a d in g  o f  L u c re tiu s . 
See De Herum N a tu ra . V, 922-1451» V ico, however, p ro v id es  ap p aren t l in g u i s t  
support fo r  them.
73. The New S c ien ce . 240.
74» l o c . c i t .
75» i b i d . .  16, 550 .
76. ib id . .  775»
77- i b i d . .  778.
H O
deed, he argued that the similarity was clear evidence that in remote antiquity
to exist and to eat were considered identical. Vico concluded that these two
Latin verbs indicated that primordial man had enjoyed a very rude existence - 
78
being was eating.
Perhaps the most successful of Vico's linguistic arguments was his reject­
ion of the widely held belief that the Law of the Twelve Tables had been brought 
to Rome, en bloc, from Athens. Vico seized upon the very Roman word, auctoritas. 
which appeared in the code. He asserted that the Greeks did not possess a
79
concept that even slightly resembled that which was denoted by auctoritas. Nor
did their language contain a word that was in any way similar. He therefore
rejected Livy's story, asserting that the code of the Twelve Tables was more
80
probably a developmental product of the ancient Latins themselves.
An Evaluation of Vico's Linguistic Theory
Although it is not my intention to present a detailed critique of the
Vichian theory of language, it involves a number of obvious fallacies upon which
brief comment is necessary. It is quite evident for example, that language
81
and script are not coeval and that the latter is always preceded by the former. 
Vico's position in this matter is quite inexplicable for he must have been aware 
of the existence of non-literate peoples who conversed quite freely and effect­
ively. His reading of Herodotus should have indicated that the Scyths, although 
non-literate, were capable of speech.
Vico's extreme anti-diffusionist position with regard to language is also 
untenable given the state of present evidence. Modern philology leaves no
78. ibid.. 6 9 5 . Although Vico does not spell it out, his analysis of the two 
verbs could be used to argue that primordial man spent most of his time in 
search of food, a generally accepted postulate among prehistorians until 
quite recently. See for example, V. Gordon Childe, The Story of Tools. 
Morningside, 1944* p.5*
79« It is difficult to find an English equivalent. The usual English equivalent 
is "authority” . This, however, is quite inadequate for it fails to convey 
the richness and strength connoted by auctoritas.
80. See Qpere. II, p.71.
81. See above, p.131.
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doubt that fam ilies of languages derive from common parent languages. Vico
83
almost admits as much by emphasising the importance of "mother tongues". Perhaps 
his insistence on the individual origin of the various languages was an over 
vigorous reaction to the hyper-diffusionist theories prevalent in his own day.
A factor te ll in g  against the whole Vichian lin gu istic  position is  that 
the languages on which his theories are based, comparatively speaking, are far 
too modern. Vico's arguments suggesting that Zeus and lous are products of
84
onomatopoeia highlight the weakness of h is position . Both Zeus and Jupiter
_ 85
derive from "Dieus” . Hence i f  one wished to trace the origins of Zeus or lous
the argument would have to be pushed from the stem, "diu".
Vico's etymologies, although a very interesting facet of his work, also
present problems. His assertion that arätrum i s  derived from ära, for example,
is  mistaken. Although the original sense of ära was undoubtedly "hearth of the
god", i t  i s  probably c losely  related to ärere, "to be dry". Arätrum on the
other hand i s  a derivative of aro, the dysyllabic root, arä. meaning plough
throughout Indo-European. Thus modern p h ilo log ists are of the opinion that
86
ara and arätrum come from d istin ct roots. Vico’s arguments based on the 
apparent sim ilarity  of est and est are fa llaciou s for similar reasons. The 
phonetic value of the vowels indicate that the two words stem from different 
roots.
Whatever one's evaluation of h is positive conclusions, V ico's lin gu istic  
pursuits have not passed unnoticed. Despite the many deficien cies and obscurit­
ies within h is theory of language and the use to which he put i t ,  i t  i s  precise­
ly in th is  sphere that he has attracted attention . Gillo Dorfles is  an enthus­
ia stic  admirers
The Vico who a ttracts me is  the thinker who analyzes with su ffic ien t  
vigor (although often with inadequate c r it ic a l and sc ien tific  equip-
82. A. Treloar, Personal Communication, U.N.E., July 1974*
83. See above, p. 138.
84. See above, p. 133.
85. See A. Ernout & A. M eillet, Dictionaire Etymologique de la  Langue Latine 
(fourth ed.J, Paris, 1959» p.329.
86. ib id ., pp.42, 48.
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m ent), w ith  n o ta b le  acumen (even though, a t  tim es , w ith  ex cessiv e  
la ck  o f s o p h is t ic a t io n ) ,  c e r ta in  s u rp r is in g  l in g u i s t i c  c o n c a te n a tio n s , 
c e r ta in  s tran g e  etym olog ical d e r iv a t io n s ,  c e r ta in  p rev io u s ly  un- 
th o u g h t-o f c o r r e la t io n s  between language and c u s to m ., . .  87
Although i t  i s  th e  g e n e ra l consensus th a t  Vico was an extrem ely  poor 
88
e ty m o lo g is t th e re  i s  a lso  ample evidence to  suggest th a t  h is  c o n tr ib u tio n  to  
l i n g u i s t i c  s tu d ie s  was o f major im portance. T his i s  dem onstrated  both  by 
those  who make s p e c if ic  re fe re n c e  to  h is  achievem ent and by those  who, independ­
e n tly  o f  V ico, have reached s im ila r  co n c lu s io n s .
The o p in io n  o f  E rn st C a s s ire r ,  one o f th e  more eminent o f  the  modern 
p h ilo so p h e rs  o f  language, i s ,  perhaps, r e p re s e n ta t iv e  o f  the t r i b u t e s  showered 
on V ico. He rem arks!
S trange and baroque a s  t h i s  th eo ry  /v ic o ’s/ may seem i f  we c o n sid e r 
only  i t s  p a r t ic u la r  in te r p r e ta t io n s ,  i t  embodies an approach which 
was to  prove extrem ely  f r u i t f u l  fo r  fu tu re  in q u iry  in to  the  problem  
o f  language. 89
The te n o r  o f C a s s i r e r ’ s rem arks i s  echoed by James M. Edie who a t t r i b u t e s  to  
Vico
the  f i r s t  fo rm u la tio n  o f  a  n o n - r a t io n a l i s t i c  theo ry  o f language 
which i s  today beg inn ing  to  be adopted (w hether o r n o t in  d i r e c t  
dependence upon Vico h im se lf) by l i n g u i s t s . . . .  90
E die made s p e c ia l  re fe re n c e  to  the  V ichian c o n tr ib u tio n  to  th e  study o f  m etaphor,
s t a t i n g  th a t  he was the  f i r s t  sch o la r to  dem onstrate  th a t  th e  ’category  m is ta k e s ’
o f  m etap h o rica l th in k in g  were n o t the  enemies o f  s e r io u s  thought b u t th e  "prim ary
91
in stru m en t o f  the  d iscovery  o f ’new’ meaning*'.
P erhaps th e  most tru s tw o rth y  guide to  the  va lu e  o f  the  V ichian a n a ly s is ,  
however, i s  th e  p a r a l l e l  co n c lu s io n s  pu t forw ard by contem porary s c h o la rs . I t  
i s  from th e se  th a t  a  more v a l id  assessm ent o f  V ico’ s c o n tr ib u tio n  can be made.
The V ichian approach to  language in  g e n e ra l, ap p ears  in  the  works o f  a
87. ’Myth and Metaphor in  Vico and in  Contemporary A e s th e t ic s ’ , in  G iorgio 
T ag liaco zzo , o p . c i t . . p p .577-8.
88. See E rn s t C a s s i r e r ,  The Philosophy o f  Symbolic Forms. V o l .I ,  New Haven, 
1953» p .149 . See a lso  T u llio  de Mauro, o p . c i t . .  p .2 8 5 .
89. The Philosophy o f  Symbolic Forms, V o l .I ,  p .150 .
90. ’Vico and E x is te n t ia l  P h ilo so p h y ’ , in  G iorgio T ag liaco zzo , o p . c i t . .  p .4 8 8 .
91. ’E xp ress io n  and M etaphor’ , Philosophy and Phenom enological R esearch , 23, 
1962-3, p .548 .
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number o f re c e n t a u th o rs . The p o s tu la te  th a t  language i s  c u l tu r a l ly  contam in­
a ted  and i s  th e re fo re  a  v a lu ab le  source o f  h i s to r i c a l  evidence iB today a tru ism
92
th a t  i s  r a r e ly ,  i f  ev e r , q u e s tio n e d . Approaches to  th e  problem which presuppose 
th a t  language i s  o f a dynamic n a tu re  a re  to  be found in  most a u th o rs . A. S . 
Diamond, fo r  example, speaks o f  language a s  " fo re v e r  changing" and r e f e r s  to  i t s
93
"communally o rgan ic  c h a r a c te r " .  He i s  a lso  o f the  o p in io n  th a t  th e re  i s  a
s ig n if ic a n t  c o r r e la t io n  betw een m ental and l in g u i s t i c  growths
We have a lso  in fe r r e d  th a t  t h i s  unending p ro cess  o f  change in  the  
p ro p o rtio n s  o f  th e  fu n c tio n a l p a r t s  o f  language i s  a lso  the  p ro cess  
o f development o f  th e  i n t e l l e c t .  94
Contemporary th e o r ie s  b e a r in g  on th e  o r ig in  o f phonetic  speech would a lso  
appear to  re in fo rc e  the  v a l id i t y  o f  the  V ichian co n c lu s io n s  in  t h i s  a re a .  At 
t h i s  p o in t i t  must be emphasised th a t  any h y p o th esis  p u rp o r tin g  to  ex p la in  th e  
o r ig in s  o f  language can a t  b e s t  be only  a  th e o ry . Vico h im se lf was aware o f 
t h i s .  Indeed, he ap p ears  to  be a s c r ib in g  t h i s  s ta tu s  to  h is  own co n c lu s io n s  
when he rem arks th a t
a l l  t h i s  / h i s  own th eo ry / seems more reaso n ab le  th an  what J u l iu s  
Caesar S c a lig e r  and F ran c isco  Sanchez have s a id  w ith  reg a rd  to  
th e  L a tin  lan g u ag e . . .  95
D esp ite  th e  f a c t  th a t  i t  was only a  th e o ry , V ico’ s hypotheses foreshadowed
se v e ra l o f th e  contem porary p o s tu la te s  which pu rp o rt to  e x p la in  th e  o r ig in  o f
language. The ’bow-wow' th eo ry  which proposes th a t  " p r im itiv e  words were
96
onoraatopoetic o r im ita t iv e "  b r in g s  to  mind th e  f i r s t  o f th e  V ichian p ro p o sa ls  on
97
th e  o r ig in  o f phonetic  speech . The 'pooh-pooh* th eo ry  which embodies th e
h y p o th esis  th a t  " th e  f i r s t  words were em itted  d u rin g  e x p re ss io n s  o f se n sa tio n s
98
or emotions, lik e  pain or anxiety" beans a great resemblance to Vico’s second
92. See A rthur C. D anto, A n a ly tic a l Philosophy o f H is to ry . Cambridge, 1965» P*92. 
A. S . Diamond, o p . c i t . .  p .9 3 . James M. E d ie , ’E xpression  and M etaphor’ , 
P .542 .
93. o p . c i t . .  p . 13. C f. above, p . 130.
94. i b i d . . p .6 0 . C f. above, p .130#
95. The New S c ien ce . 455«
96. S ilvano A r i e t i ,  The In tra p sy c h ic  S e l f . New York, 1967» P*95*
97. See above, p . 133.
98. S ilvano  A rieti, o p . c i t . . p . 96.
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99 100 
su g g es tio n . There i s  a lso  a  c e r ta in  s im i la r i ty  between L a n g e r 's 'dance th e o ry '
< 101
and V ic o 's  a s s e r t io n  th a t  s in g in g  a c c e le ra te d  th e  e v o lu tio n  o f  phonetic  speech. 
I f  m e rit i s  to  be a sc r ib e d  to  th e  modern th e o r ie s  then  th e  V ichian  p o s tu la te s  
a re  a lso  w orthy o f commendation.
The a c tu a l  course which Vico suggested  language had fo llow ed  in  i t s
e v o lu tio n  a ls o  has i t s  modern a d h e re n ts . The p sy ch o lo g is t S ilvano  A r ie t i ,  fo r
example, c o n s id e rs  th a t  language i s  a  means o f e x te r n a l i s in g  though t and th a t
. . .  the  f i r s t  symbolic e x te r n a l iz a t io n s  o f  p rim o rd ia l man c o n s is te d  
o f  f in g e r  p o in tin g  and g e s tu re s . 102
103
He i s ,  th e r e f o r e ,  su g g es tin g , a s  Vico had a lread y  done, th a t  language employed 
p h y s ic ia l  e n t i t i e s  b e fo re  i t  became p h o n e tic .
V ic o 's  c o n ten tio n  th a t  the words o f in c ip ie n t  speech were n a tu r a l ly  r e l a t ­
ed to  th e  th in g s  they  s ig n if ie d  f in d s  support in  C a s s ir e r .  He c o n s id e rs  th a t
p r im itiv e  language i s  alw ays c h a ra c te r iz e d  by i t s  " in d if fe re n c e  o f word and 
104
th in g " .  In  s ig n  language he sees the  germ o f  a h igher form o f  language . The
evidence from p r im itiv e  s o c ie t i e s ,  he a rg u es , in d ic a te s  th a t  the  more developed
s ig n  languages m an ifest a tendency to  move from th e  merely im ita t iv e  to  a
105
r e p re s e n ta t iv e  g e s tu re . The nex t phase i s  th a t  o f the  word.
C a s s i r e r 's  conclusion  on th e  o v e ra l l  o rd e r o f the  e v o lu tio n  o f  language
i s  h ig h ly  s ig n i f i c a n t .  I t  i s  so re m in isc en t o f  th e  V ichian  co n c lu sio n  th a t
th e  s im i la r i ty  need no t be rem arked upon.
In  g e n e ra l, language can be shown to  have passed  th rough  th re e  
s ta g e s  in  m aturing  to  i t s  s p e c if ic  form . . .  In  c a l l in g  th e se  
th e  m im etic, th e  a n a lo g ic a l ,  and th e  t r u ly  sym bolical s ta g e , 
we a re  fo r  th e  p re se n t m erely s e t t in g  up an a b s t r a c t  schema -  
b u t t h i s  schema w i l l  tak e  on co n c re te  co n ten t when we see th a t  
i t  r e p re s e n ts  a fu n c tio n a l law o f  l in g u is t i c  g ro w th .. .  106
99* See above, p .133•
100. See S ilvano  A r ie t i ,  o p . c i t . .  p .9 6 .
101. See above,pp. 133-4.
102. o p .c i t . . p.93*
103. See above, pp.131-2.
104. Ernst C a ssirer , The Philosophy o f Symbolic Forms. V o l.I ,  p .118 .
105. ib id . . p .184 .
106. ib id . . p .190 . C f. above, p.134.
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As w ith  th e  o th e r  f a c e ts  o f  h is  th eo ry  o f  language, V ico’s a n a ly s is  o f
the  dynamics o f  language a lso  has i t s  contem porary ad v o ca te s . C a s s ire r
107
p o s tu la te s  a  spontaneous o r ig in  fo llow ed by a n a tu ra l  grow th. He a s s e r t s  
th a t  in so fa r  a s  one can gain  an in s ig h t  in to  the  f a c to r s  shaping language,
108
they "seem c lo s e ly  r e la te d  to  p r im itiv e  m yth ica l concep ts  and c l a s s i f i c a t i o n s " .
I t  i s ,  th e re fo re ,  n o t s u rp r is in g  th a t  C a s s ire r  c o n s id e rs  th a t  th e  fo rc e s  o f
109
im agination  p layed  a s u b s ta n t ia l  r o le  in  th e  fo rm ation  o f language.
The ro le  Vico a s c r ib e s  to  metaphor re a p p ea rs  in  the  thought o f  James M. 
E d ie . He a rg u es  t h a t  metaphors
o r ig in a te  in  the  p r a c t ic a l  need to  p ro g ress  from "known" (a lread y  
d is t in g u is h e d , a lre ad y  named) phenomena to  what i s  a s  y e t unknown 
and unnamed. 110
111
He ungrudgingly  a t t r i b u t e s  the  o r ig in a l  d isco v ery  o f  t h i s  f a c t  to  V ico.
A c o n s id e ra tio n  o f  the contem porary approach to  th e  problem o f  language 
dem onstrates th a t  th e  im portance and f r u i t f u ln e s s  o f the  V ichian  c o n tr ib u tio n  
in  t h i s  sphere can n o t be o v e re s tim a te d . Vico was worthy o f  the  g re a t t r i b u te  
paid  him by Bruce M azlish :
V ico ’ s in s ig h t  in to  language i s  comparable to  K epler and G a li le o ’s 
in s p i r a t io n  in  m athem atics. 112
V ic o 's  th e o ry  o f  language allow ed him to  use i t  in  a  new way -  a s  a 
c u l tu r a l  a r t e f a c t .  T h is new approach enabled him to  move beyond th e  prim a 
fa c ie  message o f  a n c ie n t l i t e r a t u r e .  Although h is  p o s i t iv e  co n c lu s io n s  w arran t 
a c e r ta in  sc e p tic ism , h is  use o f  language was a v a l id  means o f p ro ced u re . 
L in g u is tic  s tu d ie s  may be o f l i t t l e  h e lp  in  d isc e rn in g  th e  ev en ts  o f  the  rem ote 
reach es  o f  p re h is to ry  ( th e  p a la e o l i th ic  and n e o l i th ic ) ,  b u t some o f  the  now 
g e n e ra lly  accep ted  co n c lu s io n s  on th e  ev en ts  o f p ro to - h is to ry ,  which Vico a r r i v ­
ed a t  from l in g u i s t i c  c o n s id e ra tio n s , dem onstrate  the  leg itim acy  o f  h is  
113
e n te r p r is e .
107. i b i d . ,  p .1 4 8 . C f. above, p.130.
108. ib id . ,  p .297.
109. l o c . c i t . O f. above, p . 136»
110. 'E x p ressio n  and M etaphor', p .548 .
111. l o c . c i t .
112. The R idd le  o f  H is to ry . New York, 1966, p.31> n . 14. 
113* V ic o 's  co n c lu s io n s  on The Twelve T ab les fo r  example.
CHAPTER IX
THE OBSCURE ACES
The Distinguishing Attributes of Human Society
Vico conceived history, not as a vast complexity of individuals and events,
but as the process by which man makes himself. Hence the Vichian history was
1
an account of how cultureless man developed culture. It is understandable, 
therefore, that his reconstruction of the historical process did not consist of 
an enumeration or catalogue of "factsn. His method was to present an explanat­
ion of the origin of the historical process and to give an account of the various
stages through which societies developed. His work, therefore, tended to be
2
categorical rather than narrative. He was not concerned with individual men 
and trivial events but with a model and the operators within that model. Although 
he does on occasions tie his schema to the empirical history of Greece and Rome, 
for the most part he presents a description of the stages of his model. In 
Vico’s terminology, he is basically concerned with the “ideal eternal history' .
3
Since he conceived man to be essentially dynamic (of an evolving nature)
Vico required some sort of criterion or criteria by which he could judge a creat­
ure human or otherwise. He made it clear at the beginning of his work that he
4
was basically concerned with civil man. Hence it is not surprising that the 
criterion he adopted was of a social nature. He asserted that it was man’s
5
sense of communis, his sociality, that constituted his essential attribute. To
1. See Ch.V•2. Por further discussion of this point see Benedetto Croce, The Philosophy of 
Giambattista Vico. New York, 1913* p*151•
3. See Ch.V.
4. The New Science. 1.
5. ibid.. 2. Criterial attributes such as tool-making were not considered by Vico 
and even if he had pondered such technological aspects it is reasonable to 
argue that he would have rejected them on the grounds that they were of too 
little ’human’ import. It is interesting to note that Christopher Hawkes when 
making his four-fold division of inference from artefactual material argues for 
increasing ’human’ import as one moves from the technological to the social and 
religious or spiritual levels. See ’Archaeological Theory and Method: Some 
Suggestions from the old World’, American Anthropologist. 56, 1954* P*162. 
Gordon Childe is a further example of a prehistorian who thought the ’human’ 
element important and substituted an economic (Hawkes’ second level) for a 
technological interpretation of the Three Age System so that the human aspect 
would be more apparent. See ’Changing Methods and Aims in Prehistory’, P.P.S..
1, 1935, PP.7-9.
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be d e s ig n a te d  a man, however, a  c re a tu re  had n o t only  to  l iv e  in  a  so c ie ty ;  i t  
had to  l iv e  in  a human s o c ie ty .
I t  fo llow ed  th a t  the  immediate problem fa c in g  Vico was n o t th e  c l a s s i f i c ­
a t io n  o f in d iv id u a ls  b u t s o c ie t i e s .  When was a  so c ie ty  human? I t  was human, 
a s s e r te d  V ico, when i t  evidenced the p r a c t ic e s  o f r e l ig io n ,  m arriage and b u r ia l :
We observe th a t  a l l  n a t io n s , ba rb aro u s a s  w ell a s  c iv i l i z e d  . . .  keep 
th e se  th re e  human custom s: a l l  have some r e l ig io n ,  a l l  c o n tra c t  solemn 
m arriag es , a l l  bury t h e i r  dead. And in  no n a tio n , however savage and 
c ru d e , axe any human a c t i v i t i e s  c e le b ra te d  w ith  more e la b o ra te  c e re ­
monies and more sacred  so lem nity  than  r e l ig io n ,  m arriage and b u r i a l . . .  
i t  must have been d ic ta te d  to  a l l  n a tio n s  th a t  from th e se  th re e  in ­
s t i t u t i o n s  humanity began among them a l l ,  and th e re fo re  th ey  must be 
most devoutly  observed by them a l l ,  so th a t  th e  w orld should  no t again  
become a b e s t i a l  w ild e rn e ss . 6
Vico argued th a t  i t  was th ese  th re e  customs which occasioned  th e  em ancipation o f
7
man from th e  ty ranny  o f  h is  b o d ily  u rg e s . R e lig io n , th e  f i r s t  o f th e se  customs
8
to  emerge, marked th e  b i r t h  o f  th e  human mind, the  f i r s t  human th o u g h t, and so
9
in s t ig a te d  th e  b eg in n in g s  o f  human l ib e r ty  and developm ent.
V ico’ s c r i t e r i a  fo r  a human so c ie ty  a re  n o t q u ite  a s  a r b i t r a r y  nor a s  c i r c u l -
10
a r  a s  Donagan would su g g es t. He invoked em p irica l fo u n d a tio n s  fo r  h is  c r i t e r i a l
a t t r i b u t e s  by c i t i n g  in  t h e i r  support examples from in d iv id u a l h i s t o r i c a l  commun- 
11
i t i e s .  One may in d ic t  Vico fo r  in v a lid ly  in f e r r in g  to  th e  g en era l from too sm all
a sample o f  p a r t i c u la r s  but n o t fo r  c i r c u l a r i t y  o r a r b i t r a r in e s s .  Both h is
aw areness and h i s  tre a tm en t o f em p irica l d a ta  were c le a r ly  m an ifest when co n cre te
exam ples seemed to  m i l i t a t e  a g a in s t  h is  p ro p o sa ls :
L et n o t our f i r s t  p r in c ip le  be accused o f fa lseh o o d  by th e  modern 
t r a v e le r s  who n a r r a te  th a t  p eop les o f B r a z i l ,  South A frica  and o th e r  
n a tio n s  o f  the  new w orld l iv e  in  s o c ie ty  w ith o u t any knowledge o f 
God . . .  These a re  tra v e le rs*  t a l e s ,  to  promote the  sa le  o f t h e i r  
b o o k s . . .  12
6 . The New S c ien ce . 333»
7 . i b i d . .  1098.
8 . ib id . . 447* See a lso  S . Giedion, The Eternal Present: The Beginnings o f  A rt. 
New York, 19^2, p .8 3 .
9 . The New S c ien ce . 1098. Vico co n sid ered  l i b e r ty  a  p roduct o f th e  s p i r i t  
( th o u g h t; ,  n o t o f m a tte r ^ p a ss io n ;.
10. Alan & B arbara  Donagan, Philosophy o f H is to ry . New York, 1965 , P*8»
11. The New S c ien ce . 337«
12. i b i d . . 334.
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I t  i s  a lso  o f i n t e r e s t  th a t  he proposed etym olog ical argum ents to  support h is  
h y p o th e s is :
Indeed hum anitas in  L a tin  comes f i r s t  and p ro p e rly  from humando. 
*'burying**. 13
The Age o f  the  G ian ts
The c r i t e r i a  o f  humanity having been e s ta b lis h e d , Vico tu rn ed  h is  a t te n t io n
to  two vex ing  q u e s tio n s : whence came th e  c re a tu r e s  who were to  become human; how
did  t h i s  hum anising p ro cess  ^ h is to ry ; begin? To answer the  form er Vico invoked
14
the  b ib l i c a l  acco u n t; th e  l a t t e r  he exp la ined  by means o f n a tu ra l  phenomena.
The V ichian  h is to ry  was s e t  w ith in  th e  framework o f th e  chronology e la b o ra t-  
15
ed by A rchbishop U ssher. Since Vico was on ly  concerned w ith  G entile^  non-Hebrew)
h is to ry  h is  account h as th e  deluge a s  i t s  lower ch ro n o lo g ica l l im i t .  He was no t
in te r e s te d  in  th e  'a b s o lu te ' o r ig in s  o f  man b u t simply in  G en tile  o r ig in s .  The
p re d ilu v ia n  had no p a r t  in  h is  th e o r ie s  excep t in s o fa r  a s  he used  i t  to  ex p la in
16
th e  e x is ten c e  o f  th e  c u l tu r e le s s  c r e a tu r e s  w ith  which h is to ry  began.
Vico argued th a t  b e fo re  human h is to r y  began, g ia n ts  ^ s e m i-b e s tia l ,  semi­
human c r e a tu r e s ;  roamed th e  e a r th .  The huge s ta tu re  o f  th e se  c re a tu re s  was
17 18
suggested  by t h e i r  p h y s ica l rem ains, t h e i r  a r t e f a c t s ,  and a lso  by e thnograph ic
19
p a r a l l e l s .  They w ere, he sp e c u la te d , the  end product o f  a p ro cess  o f d eg en e ra t­
ion  th a t  was concom itant w ith  th e  p e rio d  o f f e r a l  wandering which follow ed the  
deluge:
13. i b id . . 12.
14. I t  has been argued th a t  V ico’ s re co u rse  to  G enesis was sim ply p o l i t i c .  G rim aldi 
a rg u es  t h a t ,  in  r e a l i t y ,  Vico co n sid e red  th a t  man had a  c o n tin u ity  w ith  the  
'lo w e r ' an im a ls . See The U n iv ersa l Humanity o f  G iam b attis ta  V ico. New York, 
1958, p . 146 .
15. Archbishop Ussher was an Ir ish m an . In  1636 he computed, u s in g  the  b ib le ,  th a t  
th e  w orld had been c re a te d  in  4OO4 B .C. T h is b e l i e f  p e r s is te d  w e ll in to  the  
n in e te e n th  c e n tu ry . See G eoffrey B ibby, The Testimony o f  th e  Spade. London,
1968, p . 19 .
16. For d is c u s s io n  o f  t h i s  a sp e c t see Thomas B erry , The H is to r ic a l  Theory o f 
G iam b attis ta  V ico. W ashington, 1949» P»117•
17. The New S c ien ce . 529*
18. ib id . . 372. Vico c i t e s  S u e to n iu s  who r e p o r ts  th a t  Augustus kept very  la rg e  
weapons in  h i s  museum. See The Twelve C aesa rs . Harmondsworth, 1962 , p .9 2 .
19# The New S c ien ce . 170.
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The founders o f g e n t i le  humanity must have been men o f the  ra c e s  o f 
Ham, Japheth  and Shera, which g ra d u a lly , one a f t e r  th e  o th e r , r e ­
nounced th a t  tru e  r e l ig io n  o f  t h e i r  common f a th e r  Noah which alone 
in  th e  fam ily  s ta t e  had been ab le  to  hold them in  human so c ie ty  by 
th e  bonds o f matrimony and hence o f th e  fa m il ie s  them selves. As a 
r e s u l t  o f t h i s  re n u n c ia tio n , they  d is so lv e d  t h e i r  m arriages and broke 
up th e i r  fa m il ie s  by prom iscuous in te rc o u rs e , and began ro v in g  w ild  
th rough the  g re a t f o r e s t  o f th e  e a r t h , , .  By f le e in g  from th e  w ild  
b e a s ts  w ith  which the  g re a t f o r e s t  must have abounded, and by p u rsu ing  
women, who in  th a t  s ta t e  must have been w ild , in d o c ile  and shy, they  
became sep a ra ted  from each o th e r  in  t h e i r  search  fo r  food and w a te r . 
M others abandoned th e i r  c h ild re n , who in  tim e must have come to  grow 
up w ithou t ever h e a rin g  a human v o ic e , much le s s  le a rn in g  any human 
custom , and th u s  descended to  a  s ta t e  t r u ly  b e s t i a l  and savage. 
M others, l ik e  b e a s ts ,  must merely have nursed  t h e i r  b a b ie s , l e t  them 
wallow naked in  t h e i r  own f i l t h ,  and abandoned them fo r  good a s  soon 
a s  they  were weaned. And th e se  c h i ld re n , who had to  wallow in  t h e i r  
own f i l t h ,  whose n i t r o u s  s a l t s  r i c h ly  f e r t i l i z e d  the  f i e ld s ,  and who 
had to  e x e r t them selves to  p e n e tra te  th e  g re a t f o r e s t ,  grown extrem ely  
dense from th e  f lo o d , would f le x  and c o n tra c t  t h e i r  m uscles in  th e se  
e x e r t io n s , and th u s  absorb n i t r o u s  s a l t s  in to  t h e i r  bo d ies  in  g re a te r  
abundance. They would be q u ite  w ithou t th a t  f e a r  o f gods, f a th e r s  
and te a c h e rs  which c h i l l s  and benumbs even th e  most exuberant in  
ch ildhood . They must th e re fo re  have grown ro b u s t ,  v ig o ro u s, excess­
iv e ly  b ig  in  brawn and bone, to  th e  p o in t o f  becoming g ia n ts ,  20
I t  i s  c le a r  th a t  Vico d id  n o t use th e  word 'g i a n t '  to  denote men o f o u tlan d ­
is h  s iz e  but men o f a s ta tu re  commensurate w ith  the  b u ild  o f  th e  Germans d e sc r ib -  
21 22
ed by T a c itu s  o r th e  P a tagon ians o f  South America.
A lthough Vico s t ip u la te d  t h a t  in  the  M iddle E ast th e  p e rio d  o f 'g ia n tism '
endured a  hundred y e a rs  i t  i s  c le a r  th a t  t h i s  s tag e  d id  n o t denote a s id e r e a l
tim e s lo t  fo r  he argued th a t  in  d i f f e r e n t  p la c e s  the  Age o f th e  G iants la s te d
23
much lo n g e r . D uring t h i s  s tag e  th e se  c r e a tu r e s  liv e d  o f f  th e  n a tu ra l  f r u i t s  o f
th e  e a r th ,  th e re  be ing  no form o f a g r ic u l tu r e .  I f  one can speak o f an economy,
24
i t  was a  h u n te r-g a th e re r  one, a lthough  th e re  i s  some evidence to  suggest th a t
25
Vico co n sid e red  th a t  some were p a s t o r a l i s t s .  There was no form o f so c ie ty  and
in d iv id u a ls  liv e d  a  nomadic l i f e  th a t  d i f f e r e d  l i t t l e  from th e  b e a s ts  o f the  
26
f i e l d .
20. ib id . . 369. This i s  a rather lengthy quotation but I think Vico has a sty le  
a l l  of h is owni
21. ib id . . 170. See The Germania, Harmondsworth, 1971» pp.104, 118.
22. The New Science, 170.
25. ib id . .  373.~37S.
24. ib id . .  337, 369.
25. See ib id . . 301.
26. ib id . . 1097.
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The Age o f  the Gods
Having accounted fo r  th e  ex is ten c e  o f the  ’g i a n t s ' ,  V ic o 's  n ex t ta sk  was to
ex p la in  why i t  was th a t  th e se  c u l tu r e le s s  c r e a tu r e s  began grop ing  toward hum anity.
How were they  reduced  from t h e i r  b e s t i a l  s t a t e r  Vico observed th a t  the  beg inn ing
o f a l l  n a t io n s  appeared to  be connected w ith  r e l i g io n .  A ll n a t io n s  seemed to
27
have Jove o r  an e q u iv a le n t. There were a lso  r e p o r ts  th a t  th e  f i r s t  language had
28
been a  “language o f  the  gods“ and a l l  human needs appeared to  have a  co rrespond ing
29
god. Vico c o n s id e re d , th e re fo re ,  th a t  th e re  was reaso n  to  su sp ec t th a t  th e
beg inn ing  o f  h is to r y  was a sso c ia te d  w ith  r e l ig io n .  H is own p e rso n a l experience
50
had made him aware o f th e  power o f r e l ig io n .  He a rgued , th e re fo re ,  th a t  th e  only
p o ss ib le  f a c to r  which cou ld  have s e t  th e  'g i a n t s '  on a  human course  was r e l ig io n :
Wherever a  people has grown savage in  arms so th a t  human laws have no 
lo n g e r any p lace  among i t ,  th e  on ly  pow erful means o f  red u c in g  i t  i s  
r e l i g io n .  51
I t  was th e  elem ent o f f e a r  in  p r im itiv e  r e l ig io n  th a t  ren d ered  i t  so e f f e c t -
32
iv e . I t  was n o t f e a r  o f  o th e r  men th a t  i n i t i a t e d  c i v i l  l i f e ,  b u t f e a r  o f  a  d iv ­
in i ty  :
In  t h e i r  m onstrous savagery and u n b rid led  b e s t i a l  freedom th e re  was 
no means to  tame th e  form er o r b r id le  th e  l a t t e r  b u t th e  f r i g h t f u l  
though t o f  some d iv in i ty ,  th e  f e a r  o f  whom . . .  i s  th e  on ly  pow erful 
means o f  red u c in g  to  duty  a  l i b e r ty  gone w ild . 53
R e lig io n ,o r  fe a r  o f  the  su p e rn a tu ra l , Vico a rgued , was a  consequence o f
p r im itiv e  m an's in a b i l i t y  to  comprehend n a tu ra l  phenomena. I t  became e f f e c t iv e
when th e  f i r s t  b o l t s  o f  l ig h tn in g  appeared a f t e r  the  d e luge . Vico had observed
th a t  a l l  the  'J o v e s ' o f  th e  v a r io u s  G en tile  p eop les were in  some way connected
w ith  th e  sky, and more s p e c i f ic a l ly  w ith  l ig h tn in g :
27. ib id . .  193, 473-481.
28. ib id . .  174.
29 . i b id . .  175.
50. See C h .I I I .
51. The New S c ien ce . 177* See a lso  ib id . . 8 , 176, 198, 1097*
52. i b i d . . 582, 179« Vico i s  here  c r i t i c i s i n g  Thomas Hobbes’ p ro p o sa ls . See 
The L ev ia th an . Harmondsworth, 19^8, pp .225 , 227*
33. The New S c ien ce . 538.
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Jove h u r ls  h is  b o l t s  and f e l l s  th e  g ia n ts ,  and every g e n t i le  n a tio n  
had i t s  Jove . 34
T his led  him to  suspect th a t  th e  o r ig in s  o f th e  h i s to r i c a l  p ro cess  were in  some
way connected  w ith  l ig h tn in g . He suggested  th a t  i t  was n o t u n t i l  some y e a rs
a f t e r  th e  deluge th a t  l ig h tn in g  had appeared:
We p o s tu la te ,  and th e  p o s tu la te  i s  re a so n a b le , th a t  fo r  se v e ra l 
hundred y e a rs  the  e a r th ,  soaked by th e  w ater o f th e  u n iv e rs a l  
f lo o d , sen t fo r th  no d ry  e x h a la tio n s  o r m a tte r capab le  o f i g n i t ­
in g  in  th e  a i r  to  produce l ig h tn in g .  35
56
When th e  e a r th  d id  dry  ou t and heaven " thundered  and l ig h te n e d " , th e  b e s t i a l  men 
were very  much a s to n ish e d . S ince they  d id  n o t understand  t h i s  new phenomenon
57
and because t h e i r  m e n ta lity  was q u ite  im ag ina tive  they  b e lie v e d  th a t  th e  l ig h tn in g  
was th e  e f f e c t  o f  an angry god:
. . .  [th ey]  were f r ig h te n e d  and a s to n ish e d  by th e  g re a t e f f e c t  whose 
cause they  d id  n o t know, and r a is e d  t h e i r  eyes and became aware o f 
th e  sky. And because in  such a  case  . . .  th e  n a tu re  o f  th e  human 
mind le ad s  i t  to  a t t r i b u t e  i t s  own n a tu re  to  th e  e f f e c t ,  and because 
in  th a t  s ta te  t h e i r  n a tu re  was th a t  o f  men a l l  ro b u s t b o d ily  s tre n g th , 
who expressed  th e i r  ve ry  v io le n t  p a ss io n s  by sh o u tin g  and grum bling, 
they  p ic tu re d  the  sky to  them selves a s  a  g re a t anim ated body, which 
in  th a t  a sp e c t they  c a l le d  Jove, the  f i r s t  god o f  th e  s o -c a l le d  
g en tes  m aio res . who by th e  w h is t l in g  o f h is  b o l t s  and th e  n o ise  o f 
h is  thunder was a tte m p tin g  to  t e l l  them som ething. 38
59
I t  was in  t h i s  fa sh io n  th a t  Jove the  law g iv er, who spoke by n a tu ra l  s ig n s ,
was b o m . With h is  b i r t h  came r e l i g io n ,  th a t  p ra c t ic e  which s e t  b e s t i a l  man on
h is  course  to  hum anity. I t  was l ig h tn in g  th a t  gave r i s e  to  Jove, " th e  f i r s t
40
human though t in  the  g e n t i le  w o rld " . V ico, th e re fo re ,  concluded:
41
huraanitas a  fu lm ine c o e p i t .
The second d is t in g u is h in g  a t t r i b u t e  o f  a  human s o c ie ty , m arriag e , was a
d i r e c t  p roduct o f  b e s t i a l  m an's co n sc io u sn ess  o f  th e  d iv in i ty  and h is  in n a te  
42
sense  o f  shame. The th u n d e rin g  Jo v e , they  b e lie v e d , was angry a t  t h e i r  venery .
34. i b i d . .  193.
35 . i b i d . .  192.
36 . i b id . . 9 .
37. See C h.V I.
38. The New S c ien ce . 377.
39* i . e .  n a tu ra l  phenomena such a s  l ig h tn in g . Hence th e  sc ien ce  o f  d iv in a t io n .  
See i b id . , 379*
40 . i b id . . 447 .
41 . Opere I I I ,  p .86 .
4 2 . i b id . ,  p .50 .
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In  t h e i r  shame and d e s ire  to  avoid th e  open s k ie s  ( th e  w atch fu l eye o f  Jove )
they  expressed  th e i r  concupiscence in  a  d i f f e r e n t  manner:
The new d ir e c t io n  took the  form o f  fo rc ib ly  s e iz in g  t h e i r  women . . .  
d ragg ing  them in to  t h e i r  cav es , and, in  o rd e r to  have in te rc o u rse  
w ith  them, keeping  them th e re  a s  p e rp e tu a l l i f e lo n g  companions.
Thus, w ith  th e  f i r s t  human, which i s  to  say c h as te  and r e l ig io u s ,  
c o u p lin g s , they  gave a  beg inn ing  to  matrimony. Thereby they  became 
c e r ta in  f a th e r s  o f  c e r ta in  c h ild re n  by c e r ta in  women. Thus they  
founded th e  f a m i l i e s . . .  45
Vico m ain tained  th a t  th e  th i r d  d ia g n o s tic  a t t r i b u t e  o f a  human s o c ie ty ,
th a t  o f  b u r i a l ,  emerged from th e  s t a b i l i s i n g  in f lu e n c e  brought about by r e l ig io n
and matrimony. These two p ra c t ic e s  in s t ig a te d  a  more sed en ta ry  mode o f  e x is te n c e .
B u ria l o f th e  dead, th e re fo re ,  became a n e c e s s i ty :
A fterw ards, th e  g o d -fea rin g  g ia n ts  . . .  must have become s e n s ib le  o f 
the  s ten ch  from th e  c o rp ses  o f  t h e i r  dead r o t t i n g  on the  ground 
nearby , and must have begun to  bury th e m .. . .  44
In  t h i s  fa s h io n , th e n , Vico urged th a t  the  custom s necessa ry  fo r  human so c ie ty
emerged. They had r a d ic a l  consequences bo th  in  th e  s o c ia l  and economic sp h e res .
The most s ig n i f ic a n t  e f f e c t  was th e  d e c lin e  o f  nomadic s ty le  o f  l i f e  and th e
b eg inn ings o f a  sed en ta ry  one. T h is  in  tu rn  le d  to  a  decrease  in  "infam ous 
45
communism" and th e  emergence o f a  so c ie ty  based on p r iv a te  p ro p e rty  and a l l  th a t  
i t  im p lie s .
With the  emergence o f  r e l ig io n  came th e  b u ild in g  o f a l t a r s ,  p la c e s  where 
th e  gods were appeased . In  tim e th e se  a l t a r s  became s a n c tu a r ie s ,  asylum s where 
th e  weak cou ld  f in d  re fu g e . R e lig io n  th e re fo re  had th e  e f f e c t  o f c o n c e n tra tin g
46
p o p u la tio n  which was a n ecessa ry  c o n d itio n  fo r  th e  emergence o f towns. For
th e i r  own p ro te c t io n  the  g o d -fea rin g  g ia n ts  ( in c ip ie n t  man) e s ta b lis h e d  boundar-
47 48
ie s  around t h e i r  a l t a r s  which were defended by fo rc e . In  t h i s  way th e  n o tio n  
o f  t e r r i t o r y  was b o rn . Vico a lso  con sid ered  th a t  th e  word c o le r e , to  c u l t iv a te ,  
in d ic a te d  th a t  th e  p ra c t ic e  o f  a g r ic u l tu re  was c lo s e ly  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  th e
43« The New S c ien ce . 1098.
44 . i b i d . .  529 .
4 5 . i b i d . .  982.
4 6 . See ib id .*  561.
47 . i b i d . .  550 .
48. i b i d . .  982.
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emergence o f  r e l ig io n :
. . .  th e  f i r s t  c o le re  o r c u l t iv a t in g  in  the  world o f th e  g e n t i le s  was 
th e  c u l t iv a t io n  o f  th e  la n d , and th e  f i r s t  c u l t  was r a is in g  th ese  
a l t a r s . . .  49
M arriage a lso  had a s t a b i l i s i n g  e f f e c t .  Since a man now had a fam ily  to  
tend  and support he lo s t  m o b ility . He could  no longer f l e e  danger a s  he had 
once done b u t was fo rced  to  defend h i s  f r o n t i e r s .  I t  was t h i s  lack  o f  m o b ility  
and c o n c e n tra tio n  o f  p o p u la tio n  t h a t ,  in  V ico’ s view , n e c e s s i ta te d  a  new mode 
o f economy:
Since they  were s e t t l e d  on th e i r  lan d s  and could no longer escape 
by f l i g h t  . . .  in  o rd e r to  defend them selves and th e i r  fa m ilie s  they  
had to  k i l l  th e  w ild  b e a s ts  th a t  a tta ck e d  them. And in  o rd er to  
p rovide sustenance fo r  them selves and th e i r  f a m il ie s ,  a s  they had 
ceased  fo ra g in g , they  had to  tame th e  e a r th  and sow g ra in . 50
The p ra c t ic e  o f  b u r ia l ,  Vico argued , a lso  played i t s  p a r t  in  p r e c ip i ta t in g
51
hum anity. Graves became a s ig n  o f  th e  ow nership o f ,  and th e  dominion o v er, lan d .
B u ria l grounds were t r e a te d  w ith  such rev eren ce  th a t  they became c e n tre s  o f  wor-
52
s h ip , r e l ig io u s  p la c e s  par e x c e lle n c e . They th e re fo re  a t t r a c t e d  re fu g ees  and so ,
l ik e  a l t a r s ,  had th e  e f f e c t  o f  c o n c e n tra tin g  p o p u la tio n . Vico contended th a t  i t
was th e se  c e n tre s  th a t  gave r i s e  to  th e  t r i b e :
Furtherm ore they must have f ix e d  a s tak e  a s  a  b u r ia l  marker . . .  The 
grave marker was c a l le d  by th e  Greeks the  phylax . . .  Phylax must 
acco rd in g ly  have been th e  o r ig in  o f  the Greek p h y le . a t r i b e .  53
The custom s o f  r e l ig io n ,  m arriage and b u r ia l  were th e re fo re  d e c is iv e . They
gave r i s e  to  a sed en ta ry  way o f  l i f e ,  co n cen tra ted  p o p u la tio n , engendered the
n o tio n  o f  ow nership and p r e c ip i ta te d  a  new economy.
In  V ico’ s schema, th ese  th r e e  d ia g n o s tic  human custom s began to  emerge in
the Age o f  the Gods, a period o f  development which, in  the Near E ast, began one
54
hundred y e a rs  a f t e r  th e  deluge and endured fo r  a f u r th e r  n ine  hundred y e a r s . The
49. i b i d . ,  549.
50. i b i d . .  1098.
51. ib id . .  551.
52. i b id . .  529.
53* l o c . c i t .
54. i b i d . . 734, 736.
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low er l im i t s  o f  t h i s  s tag e  were th e re fo re  concom itant w ith  th e  beginn ing  o f 
h is to r y .
Vico contended, and lo g ic a l ly  enough, th a t  a t  t h i s  s tag e  o f h is  development 
man was l i t t l e  d i f f e r e n t  from h is  c o n d itio n  in  th e  Age o f  the  G ian ts . He was 
s t i l l  a  rude c r e a tu r e ,  f i e r c e ,  c ru e l  and su b je c t to  h is  p a ss io n s . What d i s t in g -
55
u ish ed  him in  h is  new c o n d itio n  was h i s  " t e r r i b l e  f e a r  o f the gods" which he 
h im se lf had made. S o c ie ty , such a s  i t  was, was s tru c tu re d  around the immediate 
fam ily  fo r  in  th o se  very  e a r ly  tim es i t  was r e l a t i v e ly  few who forsook  th e i r  
b e s t i a l  ways to  c re a te  a  fa m ily . Each 'g ian t*  withdrew a s  an in d iv id u a l and
56
became bo th  c h ie f  and p r i e s t  to  h is  own fam ily . I t  was from th ese  in d iv id u a l
57
f a m il ie s  th a t  l a t e r ,  c la n s ,  t r i b e s ,  p eop les and n a tio n s  were to  develop. The
economy on which th e  f a m i l ia l  so c ie ty  s u b s is te d  was an a g r ic u l tu r a l  one. The
58
f i r s t  p e o p les , Vico a s s e r te d ,  were " a l l  composed o f fa rm ers" . H is c o n ten tio n
59
t h a t ,  in  t h i s  p e r io d , man was ig n o ran t o f th e  a r t  o f m eta llu rgy  and th a t  ploughs
60
and weapons were made o f  wood seems to  in d ic a te  th a t  he b e lie v ed  the  technology
61
o f t h i s  s tag e  to  be a  wood-based one.
The Age o f th e  Heroes
The Age o f  th e  Gods gave way to  the  Age o f th e  H eroes, a  stage  which la s te d
62
some two hundred y e a rs  in  G reece. Vico d a ted  i t s  beg inn ing  a t  the  c o r s a i r  r a id s  
and Ja so n ’ s n av a l e x p ed itio n  to  Pontus and suggested  th a t  i t  came to  an end w ith
63
th e  r e tu rn  o f  U lysses to  I th a c a .
Vico m ain ta ined  th a t  t h i s  s tag e  was ushered  in  by a r a d ic a l  change in  the  
s o c ia l  s t r u c tu r e .  Indeed , he suggested  th a t  i t  marked the  beg inn ing  o f so c ie ty
55. ib id . . 916. I t  i s  t h i s  th at g iv e s  the stage i t s  name.
56. ib id . .  250.
57. ib id . .  982.
58. ib id . ,  732.
59. ib id . .  16, 544.
60. ib id . , 541, 562. Vico makes no mention o f ston e.
61. V ico’ s d e s c r ip t io n ,  i t  would seem, borrows h eav ily  from L u c re tiu s  and T a c itu s .
62. The New S c ien ce , 736.
63 . ib id . .  634.
in  th e  p roper sense o f  th e  word. T h is change was brought about by those  b e s t i a l
155.
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men who sought re fu g e  a t  th e  a l t a r s  o f those  who had a lread y  begun to  be
humanised:
Among th e  im pious g ia n ts  who had con tinued  th e  infamous sh a rin g  o f  
p ro p e rty  and women, th e  q u a r re ls  produced by the  sh a rin g  f i n a l ly  
b rough t i t  ab o u t, a t  th e  end o f a  long  p e rio d  o f tim e , th a t  ( to  
borrow th e  language o f  th e  j u r i s t s )  G ro tiu s ’s sim ple tons and 
P u fendorf ’ s abandoned men had reco u rse  to  the  a l t a r s  o f th e  s tro n g  
to  save them selves from Hobbes’s v io le n t  men, even a s  b e a s ts  d r iv e n  
by in te n se  co ld  w i l l  sometimes seek s a lv a tio n  in  in h a b ite d  p la c e s .  65
Although th e se  f u g i t iv e s  were re c e iv e d  by the  f a th e r s  ( th e  heads o f th e
p r i s t in e  fa m il ie s )  and g iven  p ro te c t io n , Vico argued th a t  they were n o t a ffo rd e d
e q u a li ty  w ith  them. Since they  brought w ith  them n o th in g  bu t t h e i r  l i v e s ,  they
66
were ass ig n ed  to  th e  p o s i t io n  o f fa m u li. The f a th e r s  had embarked on a cou rse
o f hum anisation under the  in flu en ce  o f  r e l ig io n  and th e  d e s ire  to  p ropagate th e
ra c e . Vico co n sid e red  th ese  p ious and g e n tle  m o tives. I t  was fo r  t h i s  reaso n
th a t  in  th e  new s t ru c tu re  they  possessed  the  power o f l i f e  and death  and became
67
h e ro es . The newcomers were im pelled  to  embark on a human course  fo r  re a so n s  o f
u t i l i t y ,  a  m o tiv a tio n  which Vico deemed base and s e r v i l e .  Hence i t  was f i t t i n g
68
th a t  they should become th e  c l i e n t s  o f  the  h e ro es . In  r e tu rn  fo r  the  p ro te c t io n
69
they  re c e iv e d , they  were fo rced  to  c u l t iv a te  the  f i e l d s  and enjoyed a  s t a tu s
70
which rough ly  approxim ated to  th a t  o f  a  s la v e . A lthough a hero  ex e rc ise d  a b so lu te  
a u th o r i ty  over th e  e n t i r e  group (h is  own c h ild re n  and th e  fa m u li) . h i s  own c h ild re n  
possessed  a d i s t i n c t  s o c ia l  s t a tu s .  They c o n s t i tu te d  the  l i b r i . they  were ’f r e e
64. i b i d . .  555.
65. i b i d . .  555.
66. i b id . . 18.
67. i b id . . 555* Vico m ain tained  th a t  the  h eroes were l i t t l e  d i f f e r e n t  in  d isp o s ­
i t i o n  from th o se  who had preceded them:
Because o f  t h e i r  re c e n t g ig a n tic  o r ig in ,  th e  heroes were in  th e  
h ig h e s t degree awkward and w ild  . . .  very  l im ite d  in  u n d e rs tan d in g  
but endowed w ith  th e  v a s te s t  im ag in a tio n s  and th e  most v io le n t  
p a s s io n s . Hence they must have been b o o rish , c ru d e , h a rsh , w ild , 
proud, d i f f i c u l t  and o b s tin a te  . . .  b lu f f ,  touchy, magnanimous and 
generous, a s  Homer p o r tra y s  A c h il le s ,  the  g re a te s t  o f  a l l  th e
Greek h e ro e s , ib id . . 708.
68 . i b id . .  555.
69. i b id . .  258.
70. ib id . .  18, 556.
71
citizens'
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. The famuli. on the other hand, had no rights and
shared only the labours of the heroes, not their winnings, and 
still less their glory. 72
It is evident that Vico saw in this period the beginnings of a class society.
The Age of Heroes, he urged, witnessed the emergence of a social structure that
73
was something akin to the feudal system. As time went on the famuli became the
74
plebeians of the heroic cities.
The concentration of population that was occasioned by the gathering of 
fugitives in a small area, Vico argued, led to the emergence of towns. It was
75
the asylums that gave rise to cities. The survival of these larger communities
was ensured by the famuli, for with their coming there were more labourers to
work the land. Towns were therefore sustained by a more intensive agriculture:
76
... the first cities ... were all founded on cultivated fields.
Vico evidently deduced that the technology of metallurgy was discovered
during the Age of the Heroes. He was aware that man had not always possessed
77
the secret of working metal, for in the Age of the Gods it was unknown. Since
78
Homer's heroes were well stocked with metal weapons, it must have been discovered 
in the Age of the Heroes.
It was in the Heroic Age, Vico argued, that the important phenomenon of 
colonisation began to appear. He maintained that two factors contributed to
79
this movement: the desire to become rich and political struggles. The latter 
factor was the more important:
... we must conclude that these heroic contests /political struggles/ 
gave the name to the heroic period; and that in these contests many 
chieftains, vanquished and humbled, were obliged to take to the sea 
with their followers and wander in search of other lands. 80
71. ibid.. 556.
72. ibid.. 559* Vico pointed to Tacitus' account of ancient German society as 
illustration and confirmation. See op.cit.. p.122.
73* Vico's phrase was "ragione de' benefizi". See The New Science. 260.
74. ibid.. 259.
75. ibid.. 293, 561.
76. ibid.. 16.
77. ibid.. 16, 541, 544.
78. ibid., 546. See also Opere. Ill, pp.358-9*
79* The New Science. 299«
80. ibid.. 660.
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Such groups established the f ir s t  colonies. i^ueen Dido of Carthage led 
such an expedition:
We place her /_Dido/ a t the end o f the heroic age o f the Phoenicians, 
and thus (conceive her to have been; driven out o f  Tyre because she 
had been conquered in  a heroic c o n te s t , as she p ro fesses to  have 
l e f t  the c ity  on account o f  the hatred o f her b roth er-in -law . This 
m ultitude o f (fyrian men was c a lle d  in heroic d ic tio n  a woman because 
i t  was made up o f  the weak and vanquished. 81
Vico concluded th at the stru gg le  o f the p lebs ( fam u li) for  equal r ig h ts
signalled the end of the Age of Heroes. He argued that the heroes abused the
82
laws o f  p rotection  and governed th e ir  c l i e n t s  harshly . The p leb s, a fter  su ffe r -
85
ing abuse over a long period, rose in  r e b e llio n  and la id  claim  to  the land.
84
Since the heroes would not w il l in g ly  re lin q u ish  th e ir  p r iv ileg ed  p o sitio n  the
85
agrarian co n te sts  ensued. The heroes joined fo rces  to  keep th e ir  c l ie n t s  in
86
su b jection ; the p le b s , however, would not be denied:
But w ith the passage o f  the years and the far  greater development 
o f human m inds,the p lebs o f the peoples f in a l ly  became su sp ic iou s  
o f the preten sion s o f  such heroism and understood them selves to  
be o f  equal human nature w ith the nob les, and th erefore in s is te d  
that they too should be taken in to  the c i v i l  orders o f the c i t i e s .  87
The u ltim ate  v ic to r y  o f  the p lebs gave r is e  to  a period o f popular lib e r ty  -  the
Age o f  Man. This stage o f human development Vico l e f t  to  the conventional
h is to r ia n .
A B r ie f  Assessment
Although there i s  a c er ta in  genius in  V ico’ s account o f  the o r ig in  and 
early  development o f  man, in  t h is  age o f rigorous empiric ism, i t  would take a 
very brave scholar indeed to defend h is  con clu sion s. I f  the d e ta i l s  are l e f t  
asid e  i t  would seem th at there are a t le a s t  two obvious and fundamental c r i t i c ­
isms th at can be d irected  a t the Vichian sy n th es is . The f i r s t  i s  i t s  chron-
81. ib id . .  78.
82. ib id . .  1100.
85. ib id . .  20. 
84* i b i d . , 261.
85. ib id . .  20.
86. ib id . .  1100.
87. ib id . .  1101.
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ological framework. Since the pioneer work of Boucher de Perthes and Charles 
Darwin, Archbishop Ussher's chronology has fallen into disrepute in scholarly 
circles. At best, then, Vico has severely telescoped human development.
Perhaps the greatest difficulty, however, is that Vico failed to present 
sufficient evidence to demonstrate the validity of his extremely novel and
88
penetrating insights. Except for a few scattered ethnographical references 
his account is singularly bereft of empirical confirmation. Although ethno­
graphic material plays an important role in the work of contemporary prehistorians, 
its value as a source of verification is extremely dubious. Its prime signific­
ance is that it helps the scholar to overcome the limitations of his own cultural 
conventions and so provides a fertile source of hypothesis by suggesting the
89
variety of possible factors which may underlie certain phenomena. Vico’s use of 
ethnographic material as a source of hypothesis can only be lauded; his use of it 
to verify hypotheses must be treated with scepticism. In Vichian terminology, 
ethnographic parallels provide "philosophical" rather than "philological'* proof.
Not only did Vico not verify his hypotheses; it is uncertain in what way or 
by what means he, or anyone else, could do so, for it would appear that most of 
his hypotheses are beyond the ken of the archaeologist. In 1954 Christopher 
Eawkes argued that it was possible to infer to four levels of human behaviour 
from archaeological phenomena; the technological; the economic; the socio-politic­
al; the spiritual-religious. He maintained that the more specifically human the 
behaviour became, the more difficult it was to infer to it from archaeological
remains. The validity of inferences touching Hawkes* third and fourth categor-
90
ies is therefore considerably limited. It was precisely this sphere, however, 
which interested Vico. Indeed, it is obvious that the behaviour which pre­
occupied him belonged to the latter two categories of Hawkes’ schema for in the 
first sentence of The New Science he stated:
88. He cites twenty six from Tacitus, seventeen from America, two from Africa, 
twelve from China and seven from the Indies.
89. See P. Ucko & A. Rosenfeld, Palaeolithic Cave Art. London, 1967» p.153*
90. See op.cit.. pp.l6l-l62.
159
a s  Cebes the  Theban made a ta b le  o f th in g s  m oral, we here  o f f e r  
one o f th in g s  c i v i l .  91
I t  i s  n o t c l e a r ,  th e re fo re ,  th a t  a rc h a e o lo g ic a l evidence can a ff irm  or deny the  
v a l id i ty  o f many V ichian p ro p o s it io n s .
I t  has been suggested  th a t  th e  re c o n s tru c tio n  o f the  human p a s t i s ,  o f
92
n e c e s s i ty , a ta sk  o f  p h ilo so p h is in g . Vico was, f i r s t  and fo rem ost, a p h ilo so p h e r. 
Although he o f fe re d  l i t t l e  conv incing  p h ilo lo g ic a l  (e m p irica l)  v e r i f i c a t io n  o f 
h i s  p o s tu la te s ,  he d id  p re sen t a p h ilo so p h ic a l ( th e o r e t ic a l )  one. In  h is  
trea tm en t o f  th e  Homeric co rpus, th e  I l i a d  and th e  Odyssey, he dem onstrated  th e  
f r u i t f u ln e s s ,  i f  n o t th e  v a l id i t y ,  o f  h is  fundam ental co n cep ts .
91• The New S c ien ce . 1.
92. See R a f fa e llo  F ra n c h in i, ’V ico, H is to r ic a l  M ethodology, and th e  Fu ture  o f 
P h ilo so p h y ', in  G iorgio T ag liaco zzo , G iam b a ttis ta  Vico -  an In te rn a t io n a l  
Symposium, B a ltim o re , 1969* p .5 4 4 .
CHAPTER X
THE HOMERIC QUESTION
The Nature o f H is to r ic a l  Knowledge
1
In  a  very  persuasive  a r t i c l e  Harold Lee p re s e n ts  a  cogent argument ’demon­
s tra tin g *  th a t  a l l  knowledge o f p a s t ev en ts  i s  n e c e s s a r i ly  h y p o th e tic a l .  I t  i s  
a view th a t  f in d s  sympathy w ith  a  g re a t number o f contem porary h i s to r ia n s ,
e s p e c ia l ly  w ith  those  who have s c ru tin iz e d  th e  scope and l im i t s  o f t h e i r  d i s c ip ­
l i n e ,  and one which, to  my way o f th in k in g , p re se n ts  one o f th e  more v a l id  
a n a ly se s  o f th e  n a tu re  o f h i s to r i c a l  knowledge.
2
Most sch o la rs  would admit th a t  th e  h is to r ia n  i s  one who i s  in  some way con­
cerned  w ith  th e  p a s t .  I t  i s  something w ith  which he p u rp o r ts  to  d e a l ,  som ething 
th a t  he knows e x is te d , something which he i s  capab le  o f  e x p la in in g . The problem 
th a t  a r i s e s ,  however, i s  how can t h i s  be a t  a l l  p o s s ib le .  The p a s t i s  gone, i t  
no lo nger e x i s t s .  How can i t  be observed o r examined in  any way?
I f  h is to ry  i s  an em pirica l d i s c ip l in e ,  a s  most h i s to r ia n s  would su g g es t, 
th e  c o n ten t o f i t s  p ro p o s itio n s  must be grounded on em p irica l o b s e rv a tio n s . I f  
th e  h i s to r ia n  i s  a s  o th e r men, i t  can only be presumed th a t  h is  powers o f  o b se rv ­
a t io n  a re  n e c e s s a r i ly  confined to  th e  p re s e n t ,  th a t  i s ,  he can only  observe what 
now e x i s t s .  The h is to r ia n ,  th e re fo re , must b eg in , n o t w ith  th e  p a s t ,  b u t w ith  
the  p re s e n t .  Any p a s t , th en , which the  h is to r ia n  c o n s tru c ts  w i l l  n e c e s s a r i ly  
be one which th e  p re sen t d ic ta te s .
R ather th an  study the  p a s t ,  th e  h i s to r ia n  i t  would appear i s  one who exam­
in es  p re s e n tly  observab le  th in g s  o r ev en ts  and e x p la in s  t h e i r  e x is te n c e  -  th e  
f a c t  th a t  they e x is t  and why they e x is t  p re c is e ly  a s  they  do -  by p o s tu la t in g  a 
p a s t ,  a  tim e b efo re  now, during  which a c e r ta in  s ta te  o f  a f f a i r s  e x is te d  and in  
which c e r ta in  s p e c if ic  even ts o ccu rred . He observes c e r ta in  phenomena -  p o ts ,
1, ’The H y p o th e tica l Nature o f H is to r ic a l  Knowledge', Jo u rn a l o f  P h ilo so p h y .
51 t 1954, pp.213-220.
2, For th e  purposes o f t h i s  argument th e  term s " h is to r ia n "  and " p re h is to r ia n "  
may be used in te rch an g eab ly .
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pans, s to n es  shaped in  a s p e c if ic  fa sh io n , b u ild in g s , l i t e r a t u r e  -  which do n o t 
seem i n t e l l i g i b l e  o f them selves, th a t  i s ,  t h a t  the  p re se n t o f i t s e l f  does no t 
ex p la in  i t s e l f .  As a  man, he i s  aware o f change, m otion, d u ra tio n  -  in  a word, 
tim e . He i s  th e re fo re  led  to  p o s tu la te  th a t  th e re  could be a tim e , beyond h is  
memory span , d u rin g  which ev en ts  o ccu rred . I t  i s ,  he su g g es ts , c e r ta in  ev en ts  
which took p lace  in  t h i s  p a s t th a t  ex p la in  why the  p re sen t i s  a s  i t  i s .
On t h i s  a n a ly s is ,  the  h i s t o r i a n 's  p a s t i s  a  p roduct o f h is  p re s e n t. I t  i s  
no t a  p a s t 'a s  i t  r e a l ly  w as’ nor 'a  p a s t in  i t s e l f ' ,  bu t a  p a s t to  which h is  
phenomena (som etim es c a lle d  ev id en ce ), when in te rp re te d  and c r i t i c i s e d  w ith  th e
3
maximum degree o f s k i l l  p o s s ib le , commits him . I t  i s  a  p a s t th a t  i s  irrev o c a b ly  
t ie d  to  th e  p re se n t and i t  i s  only  in so fa r  a s  the  form er has impinged on the  
l a t t e r  th a t  th e  h is to r ia n ,  qua h is to r ia n ,  can have any knowledge o f  i t .  A p a s t  
which has n o t a f fe c te d  the  p re sen t can only be unknowable and consequently  mean­
in g le s s  to  th e  h is to r ia n .  R. G. Collingwood has expressed  i t  in  very  su c c in c t 
fa sh io n :
. . .  the  p a s t simply a s  th e  p a s t i s  unknowable; i t  i s  th e  p a s t a s  
r e s id u a l ly  p reserv ed  in  th e  p re sen t th a t  i s  a lone knowable. 4
I f  t h i s  very  summary ex p o sitio n  i s  accep ted  i t  becomes ev id en t th a t  th e  
h i s t o r i a n 's  p a s t  i s  o f an in f e r e n t i a l  n a tu re . Every sta tem en t about th e  p a s t ,  
even th a t  th e re  i s  a p a s t (beyond the  span o f  th e  in d iv id u a l h i s t o r i a n 's  memory), 
becomes an h y p o th e tic a l c o n s tru c t ,  a th e o ry , th a t  p u rp o r ts  to  ex p la in  a  p re se n t 
s ta t e  o f  a f f a i r s .  The p re h is to r ia n ,  fo r  example, re c o v e rs  a p iece  o f s to n e , w ith  
p e c u lia r  a t t r i b u t e s ,  in  a  s p e c if ic  d e p o s it .  He can only  ex p la in  t h i s  phenomenon 
by su g g es tin g  th a t  a t  a  time now p a s t man employed stone  to o ls .  I f  h i s  o b se rv a t­
ions a re  ex haustive  he may be ab le  to  use th e  s to n e 's  a t t r i b u t e s  to  c o n jec tu re  
q u ite  a  number o f th in g s  about th e  p a s t .  A ll h is  s ta tem e n ts  about th e  p a s t ,  
however, rem ain hypo theses, in fe re n c e s  th a t  p u rp o rt to  ex p la in  a  p re sen t s ta t e  o f 
a f f a i r s .
3. For a  more ample d iscu ss io n  o f  t h i s  f a c e t  see R.G. Collingwood, 'The L im its  
o f  H is to r ic a l  Knowledge', P h ilo sophy . 3, 1928, p .218 .
4 . i b i d . ,  p .220 .
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Since th e  h is to r ia n  cannot d i r e c t ly  observe th e  p a s t he cannot v e r ify  the  
v a l id i ty  (o r fa lla c io u sn e s s )  o f h is  in fe re n c e s  in  th e  manner o f th e  n a tu ra l  
s c i e n t i s t .  D esp ite  t h i s  s ta te  o f a f f a i r s ,  h is to r ia n s  do speak o f checking th e i r  
accounts and te s t in g  th e i r  c o n c lu s io n s . Some accoun ts  a re  r e je c te d  a s  u n te n ab le , 
o th e rs  a re  accep ted . What i s  the  h is to r ia n  do ing , th e n , when he checks?
I t  would appear th a t  the  h is to r ia n ,  when he speaks o f t e s t in g  h is  hypo theses,
5
i s  merely t e s t in g  o r checking the in te r n a l  c o n sis ten cy  o f h is  argum ent. S ince
he does n o t know, and cannot know, th e  p a s t ’a s  i t  was* th e re  i s  no e x te rn a l
c r i t e r io n  by which he can a sse ss  th e  t r u t h  o r f a l s i t y  o f  h is  p ro p o s it io n s . A ll
he can do i s  check the  lo g ic  o f h i s  th e s i s  and e v a lu a te  th e  success w ith  which i t
does or does n o t ex p la in  the  ex is ten ce  o f th e  observab le  phenomena ^the ev id en ce ).
I t  would seem ap p aren t, th en , th a t  ’th e  ev id en ce ’ has a  tw ofold  r o le :  i t  i s  th a t
which e x p la in s  and th a t  which i s  ex p la in ed . The evidence i s  ex p la in ed  by th e
6
h y p o th esis  and th e  h y p o th esis  i s  exp la ined  by th e  ev idence . I t  i s ,  th e re fo re ,  
the  r e s e rv o i r  from which th e  h is to r ia n  d e r iv e s  h is  ex p lan a to ry  p o s tu la te s  and, 
most im p o rtan tly , the t e s t  o f those  p o s tu la te s .  The adequacy o r inadequacy o f 
an h i s t o r i c a l  accoun t, i t  would seem, i s  to  be determ ined by th e  e x te n t to  which 
i t  e x p la in s  th e  evidence -  th e  su ccess  i t  has in  re n d e rin g  i n t e l l i g i b l e ,  observ­
ab le  phenomena.
The Homeric Phenomenon
The phenomenon which Vico employed to  v in d ic a te  h i s  h i s to r i c a l  accoun t, h is  
th e o r ie s  and p o s tu la te s ,  was the  Homeric corpus -  the  I l i a d  and th e  Odyssey. H is 
tre a tm en t o f  th e  Homeric q u estio n  in  Book I I I  o f  The New Science i s  no t a c o n tin g ­
ency, an a c c id e n ta l  addendum to  th e  work, bu t form s an in te g r a l  p a r t  o f the  
e n t i r e  argum ent. There i s  every reaso n  to  accep t F is c h ’ s o p in ion  when he s t a t e s
5. Collingwood develops t h i s  p o in t w e ll .  See i b id . . p .2 l6 .
6 . For a  more e la b o ra te  d isc u ss io n  o f  t h i s  p o in t see J e r ry  S tannard , ’The Role o f 
C a teg o rie s  in  H is to r ic a l  E x p lan a tio n ’ , Jo u rn a l o f  P h ilo so p h y . 56, 1959» P*436. 
A lthough t h i s  view m an ife s ts  a  c e r ta in  c i r c u l a r i t y  i t  i s  n o t apparen t how i t  
can be avo ided .
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th at V ico’ s Homeric c r it ic ism  i s  simply an ap p lica tio n  o f h is  general theory o f
7
poetry to a sp e c if ic  problem, or even C aponigri's suggestion  th at
no shadow o f doubt i s  l e f t  but th a t , to  V ico 's  mind, under a cer ta in  
aspect at l e a s t ,  the ’d iscovery o f the true Homer' and the project 
o f the 'New Science' c o n stitu te  members o f  a s in g le  argument. 8
The Homeric phenomenon was one that had engrossed sch olars since the time
9
o f P la to . I t  was therefore an ancient d ispute in to  which Vico entered, but one
which he considered q u ite  su ita b le  to  h is  programme. In the problem i t s e l f  he
found a supreme te s t in g  ground for h is  th e o r ie s , concepts and models. In the
solution he presented he saw vindicated not only h is speculative and methodology
ic a l  presuppositions but a lso  com pelling evidence that the e p ic s  were an e f f e c t -
10
ive  instrument for  p o s it iv e  research in to  the remote p a st.
The use o f the Homeric corpus for  th is  purpose was em inently su ita b le  for
V ico 's  d esig n s. He considered th at Homer was the most ancient author whose work 
11
had survived. He was th erefore the author c lo s e s t  in  time to  th at period in  
which Vico was most in tere sted . The I l ia d  and the Odyssey were a lso  the source 
which provided much o f the stim ulus and in sp ira tio n  for  the construction  o f  h is  
in terp re ta tiv e  concepts and models. I t  was th erefore in  a sense lo g ic a l  th at
7 . See The Autobiography o f G iam battista V ico, p.69.
8. A.R. Caponigri, Time and Idea, London, 1953» p.188.
9. See The Republic. X, 595-607. See also Seneca, He Brevitate Vitae. XIII, 2. 
I t  i s  a problem that has continued to vex Western scholars. Witness the 
comment of a nineteenth-century author:
During five and twenty hundred years th is  enquiry has occupied the 
subtlest investigators of every age. On no other similar subject 
have more strange or con flictin g  theories been proposed, more 
voluminous commentaries expended, or a keener sp ir it  of controversy 
displayed; on none, perhaps, has the lavish exuberance of speculat­
ive inquiry been more barren hitherto of positive resu lts .
William Mure (J854J» quoted by C.G. Thomas (^ed.J, Homer' s History. New York, 
1970, p .1. George Steiner considers that the twentieth century has not 
witnessed a change in the situation:
. . .  the stubborn truth remains; today the Homeric question is  not 
much nearer solution than i t  was in 1795» when Wolf published his  
Prolegomena ad Homerum.
'Homer and the Scholars', The Atlantic Monthly. August, 1961» p.77*
. Por further discussion of th is  point see A.R. Caponigri, o p .c it . .  pp.9> 191« 
. The New Science. 6, 839» 903- See Josephus, Against Apion. I ,  12.
10
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Vico should employ th ese  two o u ts ta n d in g  works to  t e s t  h is  h y p o th eses . S ince 
th e re  was no e x te rn a l or independent c r i t e r io n ,  no 'p a s t - a s - i t - r e a l ly - w a s * ,which 
could be used to  v e r ify  h is  co n c lu s io n s , he could  only  e v a lu a te  th e  v a l id i ty  or 
f r u i t f u ln e s s  o f h is  c o n s tru c ts  by s c r u t in is in g  them in  th e  l ig h t  o f  what they  
purpo rted  to  ex p la in  -  the Homeric phenomenon. I f  h i s  th e o r ie s  gave a more 
adequate ex p lan a tio n  o f the p e c u l i a r i t i e s  o f the  I l i a d  and th e  Udyssey than any 
o f th e  p rev io u s  th e o r ie s  in  t h i s  f i e l d ,  they  would lay  s e r io u s  c la im  to  b e in g  a 
v a lid  h i s to r i c a l  ex p lan a tio n  and so v in d ic a te  the  hypo theses on which they  were 
based .
The two and a h a lf  m ille n n ia  which had e lapsed  s in ce  th e  Homeric poems f i r s t  
12
appeared had w itnessed  many a tte m p ts  to  ex p la in  t h e i r  e x is te n c e . The m a jo rity  
o f g e n e ra lly  accepted  ex p lan a tio n s  suggested  th a t  bo th  poems were th e  product o f 
one hand, th e  work o f  one sublime p o e t, an h i s to r i c a l  in d iv id u a l who had t r a v e r s ­
ed th e  a n c ie n t world and had liv e d  a t  a  s p e c if ic  tim e , a lthough  th e re  was l i t t l e  
agreem ent when t h i s  was. Home argued th a t  he had been an eyew itness o f  the  
T ro jan  w ar, o th e rs  th a t  he had l iv e d  any th ing  up to  fo u r  c e n tu r ie s  l a t e r .  In  
most c a se s  i t  was b e liev ed  th a t  th e  e p ic s  were th e  p roduct o f a  r e f l e c t i v e  mind, 
com positions r ic h  in  e so te r ic  o r p h ilo so p h ic a l wisdom, knowledge th a t  had been 
g leaned  from the  Egyptians and P h o en ic ian s. The poems were though t to  be 
a l l e g o r ic a l  in  n a tu re  and consequently  a  source o f  m oral gu idance . Perhaps th e  
f a c e t  o f  th e  Homeric corpus th a t  was l e a s t  debated  was th e  c o n te n tio n  th a t  i t  was
13
th e  work o f  an unsurpassed p o e t.
V ico’ s R e je c tio n  o f the  C onventional Homeric T h eo ries
Vico considered  such a view to  be q u ite  u n s a t i s f a c to ry  s in ce  i t  f a i l e d  to
12. The g en era l conclusion  o f s c h o la rs  p u ts  th e  appearance o f  th e  poems in  the  
l a t e  e ig h th  cen tu ry  B.C.
13. See S i r  W illiam  Molesworth ( e d . j ,  The E n g lish  Works o f  Thomas Hobbes o f
Malmesbury, Vol.X, London, second e d it io n  f i r s t  p u b lish ed  in  1677 1884*
See a ls o  Thomas B lackw ell, An Enquiry in to  th e  L ife  and W ritin g s  o f Homer. 
Menston, f i r s t  pub lished  London, 1735 1972. See a lso  R obert Wood, An
Essay on the  O rig in a l Genius and W ritin g s  o f Homer. London, 1775*
e x p la in  a number o f a sp ec ts  r e l a t in g  to  Homer and the  Homeric w r i t in g s .  Vico
14
observed  th a t  alm ost a l l  the c i t i e s  o f Greece claim ed to  be Homer’ s b i r th p la c e .
He a lso  no ted  th a t  the  op in ions expressed on the age o f  Homer (when he liv e d )  a re
15
so numerous and v a rie d  th a t  " the  divergence ex tends to  460 y e a r s " . I f  Homer was 
an h i s t o r i c a l  in d iv id u a l how were these  geograph ica l and c h ro n o lo g ica l d is c re p ­
a n c ie s  to  be ex p la in ed . He could no t have been bom  in  a l l  the  p la c e s  th a t  l a id  
c la im  to  him nor could he have liv e d  fo r  fo u r hundred and s ix ty  y e a r s .
The conven tional th e o r ie s  a lso  f a i le d  to  ex p la in  th e  obvious d if f e r e n c e s  
between th e  I l i a d  and the  Odyssey. Vico po in ted  out th e  geo g rap h ica l dichotomy
o f  the two poems: one was s e t in  the  N orth-East o f Greece, th e  o th e r  in  th e  South- 
16
W est. He fu r th e r  suggests th a t
. . .  the  d iffe ren c e  we can observe between th e  s ty le s  o f th e  two poems 
i s  i n f i n i t e .  17
Some o f the  an c ien t w r i te r s  had been unable to  ignore  th e  ap p aren t d iv e r s i ty
and had o f fe re d  v a rio u s  so lu tio n s . D ionysius Longinus, fo r  example, had suggested
18
th a t  Homer had ’'composed the  I l i a d  in  h is  youth and the  Odyssey in  h i s  o ld  ag e" .
Vico rem arked in  somewhat iro n ic  fash ion  th a t  t h i s  was
a s tran g e  d e ta i l  to  be known about a man o f whom we do n o t know the 
two most im portant h i s to r ic a l  f a c t s ,  namely when and where he l iv e d ,  
reg a rd in g  which Longinus has l e f t  us in  the  dark  in  h i s  d isc u ss io n  
o f the  g re a te s t  luminary o f Greece. 19
Even i f  Longinus’ suggestion  were accepted i t  would only e x p la in  the  d if f e r e n c e s
between th e  two poems. I t  would no t account fo r  the in te r n a l  d icho tom ies m an ifest
in  each e p ic .  I t  was th ese  in te rn a l  d iv e rg en c ie s  which puzzled  V ico:
Yet we do not see how to  re c o n c ile  so many re f in e d  custom s w ith  the  
many w ild  and savage ones which he a t t r i b u t e s  to  h is  h e ro es  a t  the
165.
14. The New S c ien ce . 788, 790» 862.
15. i b i d . .  865 .
16. i b i d . .  789, 865 , 881.
17. i b i d . .  853.
18. ib id . .  866.
19. l o c . c i t . V£co specu lated  th a t  the reason  fo r  Longinus’ c o n je c tu re s  was th a t  in  
th e  I l i a d  Homer d ep ic ted  the  w rath and p rid e  o f A c h il le s ,  th e  a t t r i b u t e s  o f 
y o u th , w hile in  the  Odyssey a re  to  be found the  w ile s  and cunning o f  the  aged. 
S ince  a  work u su a lly  m irrored i t s  a u th o r, th e  form er was w r i t te n  in  h is  you th , 
th e  l a t t e r  in  the  fu l ln e s s  o f h is  y e a rs . See i b i d . ,  868. For P l a t o 's  s o lu t­
io n , see ib id . . 879* For a modern view th a t  approxim ates to  P l a t o 's ,  see 
George S te in e r ,  o p . c i t . .  p .8 4 .
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same tim e, and p a r t ic u la r ly  in  the  I l i a d .
A fu r th e r  fa c e t o f th e  Homeric e p ic s  th a t  p rev io u s  th e o r ie s ,  in  V ic o 's
o p in io n , f a i l e d  to  ex p la in  s a t i s f a c t o r i l y  was th e i r  co arse  and unseemly c o n te n t ,
n o t to  mention th e i r  w ild  and savage com parisons. Should a p h ilo so p h e r t e l l  o f
21
th e  a tro c iu s  b a r b a r i t i e s  p ra c t is e d  by the  a n c ie n t Greeks? I t  was Homer's por­
t r a y a l  o f th e se  in d ecen c ies  which had occasioned  the  in d ig n a tio n  o f c e r ta in  sch o l-
22
a r s .  Some had argued th a t  Homer w rote in  t h i s  fa sh io n  so th a t  he would be under-
23
stood  by th e  common peop le . Vico r e je c te d  th e  v a l id i ty  o f t h i s  ex p lan a tio n  on
th e  grounds th a t  Homer was too p r o f ic ie n t  in  h i s  d e s c r ip t io n s .  I f  th e  savage and
tru c u le n t  s ty le  o f the  poems was to  be con sid ered  a concession  to  the  v u lg a r , why
24
was Homer so ad ep t. I f  one considered  the  s ty le  and co n ten t a s  a  la p se  on Homer's 
p a r t ,  one ren dered  a c c id e n ta l  to  th e  I l i a d  and Odyssey p re c is e ly  those  fe a tu re s
23
which made them sublim e.
I t  was, indeed , th e  very  su b lim ity  o f th e  poems th a t  th e  co n v en tio n a l th e o r­
ie s  f a i le d  to  e x p la in . I t  was the wondrous n a tu re  o f th e  e g ic s  which had occas­
ioned A r is to t le  to  reg a rd  " th e  Homeric l i e s  a s  w ithou t equal"  and Horace to  p ro-
27
cla im  th a t  Homer was in im ita b le  and incom parable. T h is  f a c e t  o f  th e  Homeric 
co rpus had been a p e re n n ia l cause o f  awe. Although th e  su b lim ity  o f Homer's 
poe try  had alw ays been remarked upon, no one had ever in d ic a te d  why i t  should be so .
In  V ic o 's  o p in io n , th e n , a l l  p rev io u s  s o lu t io n s  to  the  Homeric problem were 
d e fe c t iv e , fo r  they d id  n o t adequate ly  ex p la in  many a sp e c ts  o f th e  Homeric corpus 
which were s t i l l  o b se rv ab le . Vico b e lie v ed  th a t  he could  p re sen t an accep tab le  
s o lu t io n , one th a t  would ren d e r th e  e p ic s  i n t e l l i g i b l e ,  and in  so doing he consid ­
ered  th a t  h is  in te r p r e ta t iv e  co n cep ts  would in  a  very  r e a l  sense be v in d ic a te d .
20
20* The New S cience . 804.
21. ib id . . 667, 781, 784. See The I l i a d , p.404. Also The Odyssey, p .32 .
22. The New S cience . 785. See Horace, Ars P o e tic a , 1.359*
23* The New S cience . 785*
24. l o c . c i t .
25. ib id . .  785, 827, 836.
26. i b id . . 824. See A r i s to t le ,  P o e t ic s , 1460a.
27. The Hew Science, 809, 824. See Horace, o p . c i t . .  11.74-5*
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Vico’ s Solution to the Homeric Problem
Vico con sid ered  th a t  any so lu tio n  to  th e  Homeric q u e s tio n  must come from Homer 
28
h im se lf . In  o th e r  words the answer to  th e  problem could  only be gained by means
o f  in te rn a l  c r i t i c i s m .  Since the  Homeric w r it in g s  were the  e a r l i e s t  th a t  had su r-
29
v iv e d , the  use o f  au th o rs  such a s  P lu ta rc h  and Herodotus were to  be eschewed. Since 
they  had l iv e d  a t  a much l a t e r  date  than  Homer they were n o t in  a p o s it io n  to  be 
aware of th e  d e t a i l s  o f h is  l i f e ,  nor were they  l ik e ly  to  have a p p re c ia te d  th e  s p i r i t  
which dominated h i s  com positions. Having r e je c te d  a l l  testim ony  reg a rd in g  Homer 
and h is  works Vico was l e f t  w ith  only the  Homeric co rp u s . I t  was an exam ination o f 
t h i s  corpus i t s e l f ,  however, which he b e lie v e d  would c le a r  up the  p e c u l i a r i t i e s  
surrounding  i t .
To proceed in  t h i s  manner, however, n e c e s s i ta te d  th e  use o f  in te r p r e ta t iv e
concep ts and models fo r the  e p ic s  them selves d id  no t make any d i r e c t  s ta tem en ts  on
how, when, o r by whom they were composed. Any in fo rm atio n  b e a r in g  on th ese  m a tte rs
must be in f e r r e d .  The need fo r  some th e o r e t ic a l  framework was acco rd ing ly  e s s e n t i a l ,
Vico proceeded to  in te rp re t  the poems by means o f h i s  p o e tic  th e o r ie s  -  he examined
50
them as p o e tic  ^ in  the  V ichian sense) p ro d u c ts . In  The Autobiography he re c o rd s  
how he began to  read
. . .  th e  poems o f Homer in  th e  l ig h t  o f h is  p r in c ip le s  o f p h ilo lo g y ; 
and by c e r ta in  canons o f mythology which he had conceived , he g iv e s  
th e se  poems an asp ec t d i f f e r e n t  from th a t  which they have h i th e r to  
borne, and shows how d iv in e ly  the  poet weaves in to  th e  trea tm en t o f 
h is  two su b je c ts  two groups o f Greek s t o r i e s ,  the  one belonging  to  
th e  obscure period  and the  o th e r  to  the  h e ro ic  ^ p e rio d ^  . . .  31
In  V ic o 's  view , the fundamental assum ption which had been re sp o n s ib le  fo r
n u l l i f y in g  a l l  a ttem p ts  to  solve the  Homeric problem was the  b e l i e f  th a t  Homer had
been a p h ilo so p h e r, a c iv i l i s e d  man, a man o f a b s t r a c t ,  r e f l e c t iv e  wisdom. P la to
had p e rp e tra te d  t h i s  fa l la c y  and subsequent s c h o la rs  had b l in d ly  fo llow ed in  h is  
52 
wake.
28. The New S c ien ce . 788.
29. ib id . . 867. A 'L ife  o f Homer’ had been a t t r ib u te d  to  bo th  th e se  a u th o rs .
30. See Ch.VI.
31. The Autobiography, p p .159-160.
32. The New S c ien ce . 780.
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Homer, however, was in  no sense a p h ilo so p h e r, the  p h ilo so p h ic a l co n ten t a t t r i b u t ­
ed to  th e  e p ic s  be ing  f a b r ic a t io n s  o f l a t e r  sc h o la rs :
•••  the p h ilo so p h ers  did  n o t d isco v er t h e i r  p h ilo so p h ie s  in  th e  Homeric 
fa b le s  bu t r a th e r  in s e r te d  them th e re in .  33
V ico ’ s rea so n s  fo r  su sp ec tin g  th a t  Homer was in  no sense a ph ilo sopher were 
numerous. The very  f a c t  th a t  he was an extrem ely a n c ie n t au th o r led  him to  con­
je c tu re  th a t  he may have been p o e tic . S ince he l iv e d  a t  a  tim e when humanity was
in  i t s  e a r ly  s ta g e s  o f developm ent, V ico’ s c u l tu r a l  approach n e c e s s i ta te d  th a t
34
Homer h im se lf should resem ble h is  fe llo w s  and hence be rude and p r im itiv e .
A fu r th e r  reason  fo r  b e lie v in g  Homer p o e tic  was the  n a tu re  o f the  c h a ra c te rs
in  the e p ic s . Vico con sid ered  th ese  b rash  and u n d is c ip lin e d ,
. . .  l ik e  boys in  the  f r i v o l i t y  o f t h e i r  minds, l ik e  women in  th e  v ig o r  
o f t h e i r  im ag ina tions and l ik e  tu rb u le n t you ths in  th e  b o il in g  fe rv o r 
o f th e i r  w r a th . . .  35
He pondered whether such c re a tio n s  could be the  " n a tu ra l  product o f a calm , c u l t i v -
36
a ted  and g e n tle  p h ilo so p h e r" . He came to  the  con clu sio n  th a t  they  r a th e r  b e f i t t e d
37
one who was possessed o f the  p o e tic  mind, o f a ’p r im it iv e ' m e n ta lity .
The mores d ep ic ted  in  the e p ic s  Vico a lso  found in c o n s is te n t  w ith  Homer being
38
a p h ilo so p h e r. The customs and p ra c t ic e s  a t t r ib u te d  to  th e  gods and h e ro es , even
39
to  the p rudent U ly sses, he considered  most improper i f  Homer was a  moral p h ilo so p h e r.
Granted th a t  Homer descended to  the  le v e l  o f  the  common p eo p le , why d id  he arouse
40
such ad m ira tio n  f o r ,  and take  p leasu re  in  reco u n tin g , such a c t i v i t i e s ?
A fu r th e r  d i f f i c u l ty  fo r  the  co n v en tio n al th e o r ie s  was th e  s ty le  in  which 
th e  poems were w r i t te n .  Was i t  th e  s ty le  o f  a  c iv i l i s e d  man? Vico found i t  
im possible th a t  th e
. . .  tru c u le n t  and savage s ty le  in  which he /Korner] d e sc r ib e s  so many, 
such v a r ie d  and such bloody b a t t l e s ,  so many and such ex trav ag an tly  
c ru e l k in d s  o f butchery  a s  make up a l l  th e  su b lim ity  o f the  I l i a d  in  
p a r t ic u la r  . . .  o r ig in a te d  in  a  mind humanized and so ften ed  by any 
ph ilosophy . 41
33. ib id . .  901.
34. ib id . .  780.
35. ib id . .  829. C f. A c h i l l e s .
36. ib id . .  828.
37. ib id . .  787.
38. ib id . .  786. See The I l i a d , p .3 9 0 .
39. The New S c ie n c e . 784. See The Odyssey.
4 0 .  The New S c ie n c e . 782.
4 1 .  i b i d . .  785.
P .123 .
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Even i f  the Homeric epics did embody lo fty  truths the form in which they were ex-
42
pressed was not that of an"orderly and serious mind such as b e fits  a philosopher".
Vico concluded that the characters and customs depicted in the poems were 
typical of the f ir s t  two stages of cultural evolution while the style of the author 
indicated that he too lived in a similar period. Although the characters, customs 
and style were discordant with a "civ il human nature” they were "perfectly decorous
43
in  relation to the punctilious heroic nature". Because i t  was impossible to be a
poet and a philosopher at the same time, Vico considered that h is hypothesis was
44
vindicated. Homer was a man of the people, a poet in the Vichian sense, not a
45
philosopher.
If the conclusion that Homer was a primitive man was accepted, much of the 
Homeric corpus was rendered in te ll ig ib le . I t  explained the base sentences, the
46
vulgar customs, the crude comparisons and other improprieties and im possib ilities.
The ineptitudes and indecencies were merely the e ffec ts  of the awkwardness with
which the early Greek peoples endeavoured to express themselves in their formative
47
period. They occurred of necessity because they were the only too ls at Homer’s 
disposal.
I t also explained why Homer was unrivalled as a poet. Vico considered
48
Homer the oldest surviving author, c lo sest in time to that poetic period when man 
had been ’a l l  sense and vigorous imagination’ . Since he was possessed of th is  
nature to a greater extent than any author who came after him, he was of necessity
49
unsurpassable. Homer had lived at the end of the Heroic Age. All other authors 
had therefore lived in the Age of Man. Consequently most of their poetic powers
42 . i b i d . ,  831.
43. i b i d . . 783. That the  co n ten t was p h ilo so p h ic a l was n o t a  r e a l  p o s s ib i l i t y .
A p h ilo so p h ic a l con ten t expressed in  a p o e tic  form presumed a  s o p h is t ic a t io n  
which V ico, in  view o f h is  ev o lu tio n a ry  approach , would n o t adm it to  p r im it­
iv e  man.
44. i b i d . .  821.
45. i b i d . .  806.
46. i b i d . .  882-885, 874.
47. i b i d . ,  830.
48. S ince  V ico’ s day l i t e r a r y  sources o f a more a n c ie n t d a te  have come to  l i g h t .  
49* See below, p . 172.
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had been rep laced  by r e f le c t iv e  a b i l i t i e s .  When compared w ith  Homer i t  was no t
s u rp r is in g  th a t  they f e l l  sh o r t. Homer’ s c h a ra c te rs  were p o e tic  f ig u r e s ,  imag-
50
in a tiv e  u n iv e r s a ls .  U lysses was the  embodiment o f a l l  the  he ro ic  v i r t u e s  (w ari­
n e ss , p a tie n c e , d is s im u la tio n , d u p l ic i ty ,  d e c e i t ;  w hile th e  c h a ra c te r  o f  A c h ille s  
gave co n cre te  exp ression  to  a l l  the  a t t r i b u t e s  o f the  v a l ia n t  man (qu ick  tem per,
51
p u n tilio u sn e ss , w ra th fu ln e ss , im p la c a b il i ty , v io le n c e , a r ro g a n c e ;. Homer was 
u n r iv a lle d  a s  a poet because he was the  only example o f an au th o r who has surv ived  
from th e  n a tu ra l ly  po e tic  p e rio d .
Homer: a P o e tic  C haracter
To solve the  apparent geog raph ica l and ch ro n o lo g ica l d i f f i c u l t i e s  in h e re n t 
in  the e p ic s , Vico c a r r ie d  h is  theory  to  more r a d ic a l  le n g th s . I f  th e  poems were 
poetic  p roducts  was i t  no t p o ss ib le  th a t  Homer was a  com posite c h a r a c te r ,  s im ila r  
in  n a tu re  to  Orpheus or Hermes Trism egistusV  I t  was ev id en t th a t  i f  th e  e p ic s  
were examined w ith  t h i s  assum ption in  mind, many o f the  geo g rap h ica l and chrono­
lo g ic a l in c o n s is te n c ie s  would d is s o lv e .
Vico d id , in  f a c t ,  a s s e r t  th a t  Homer was a po e tic  c h a r a c te r .  He was the  
u n iv e rs a l rhapsode, the ba rd ic  ty p e , th e  name under which a l l  the  unknown p o e ts  
who had c o n tr ib u te d  to  the making o f the  I l i a d  and Odyssey were subsumed. Hence 
the  Homeric corpus was a composite p ro d u c t, the  work o f a t  l e a s t  two hands.
V ico’ s re a d in g  o f th e  Odyssey confirm ed him in  t h i s  view . There, he found
52
mention o f "speakers" who to ld  s to r i e s  ’’l ik e  a m usician o r s in g e r" . These were
55
the o ra l  p o e ts  who sang a t  th e  banquets o f th e  g re a t .  T ra d it io n  had i t  th a t
these  s in g e rs  tra v e rs e d  Greece, reco u n tin g  a t  f a i r s  and f e s t i v a l s  th e  ep ic  deeds 
54
o f the  p a s t .  Hence the s to r ie s  they sang
. . .  must c e r ta in ly  have /b een / c o lle c te d  from none o th e r  than  th e i r  
own p eop les. 55
50. See Ch.VI.
51. The New Science . 809.
52. ib id . . 849» See The Odyssey, pp.123, 181. 
55. The New Science . 870.
54. ib id . .  851, 872.
55. ib id . .  852.
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The o u ts ta n d in g  p e c u l ia r i ty  o f th e se  b a rd s  seemed to  have been t h e i r  b lin d n e s s ,
Vico found t h i s  a t t r ib u te  em inently s u i ta b le  fo r  th o se  in  q u e s tio n  fo r  he co n sid ­
e re d  i t
. . .  a property  o f human n a tu re  th a t  the  b l in d  have m arve llously  
r e te n t iv e  memories, 56
a  b l in d  man would th e re fo re  be e sp e c ia lly  w e ll equipped to  be a  rhapsode,
Vico argued th a t  th e re  was a s im ila r  t r a d i t io n  surrounding  Homer, In deed ,
many o f the  c h a r a c te r i s t i c s  o f th e  rhapsodes were a lso  p re d ic a te d  o f  Homer, He
57
was re p o r te d  to  have l e f t  none o f h is  poems in  w r i t in g , to  have wandered through
58 59
Greece s in g in g  h is  poems, and to  have been b l in d .  Vico a lso  appealed  to  th e
e ty m olog ica l d e r iv a tio n  o f "Homer", Homeros. he a rgued , was d e riv ed  from horaou,
" to g e th e r " , and e i r e i n . " to  l in k " ,  A homeros. th en , was a  " p u tte r  to g e th e r  o f 
60
f a b le s " .  He concluded, th e re fo re , th a t  th e re  were grave re a so n s  fo r  a s s o c ia t in g  
Homer w ith  th e  o ra l  p o e ts  o f  a n c ie n t G reece, Granted th e  ch ro n o lo g ica l and geo­
g ra p h ic a l d i f f i c u l t i e s  p resen ted  by ’Homer’ , and given V ico’ s th eo ry  o f p o e tic  
61
c h a r a c te r s ,  i t  was but a simple s te p  to  d e c la re  Homer a  p o e tic  c h a ra c te r ,  the
u n iv e rs a l  rhapsode. Such a p o s tu la te ,  i t  appeared to  V ico, would account fo r  the
many d icho tom ies found in  the  Homeric co rp u s.
S ince the  o ra l  poets  tra v e rse d  Greece one would expect them to  g a th e r t h e i r
s to r i e s  from v a rio u s  and d iv e rse  com m unities. C onsequently , th e  Homeric e p ic s ,
which were a com pila tion  o f such s to r ie s  con ta in ed  e lem ents from many d i f f e r e n t  
62
s o c ie t i e s .  I t  was fo r  t h i s  reaso n  th a t  the  poems co n ta in ed  d iv e rse  geograph ica l 
backgrounds and exp lained  why many o f th e  c i t i e s  o f Greece claim ed Homer a s  a
65
n a tiv e  son. They saw in  the  e p ic s  p a r t  o f t h e i r  own c u l tu r e .
The concep tion  o f Homer in  term s o f a p o e tic  c h a ra c te r ,  a s  th e  type b a rd , a lso
56. i b i d . . 871. See The Odyssey, p .123 .
57* The Hew S c ien ce . 850. See Josephus, A gainst Apion. I ,  12.
58. The New S cience . 872.
59. i b i d . .  869.
60. i b i d . .  852.
61. See Ch.VI.
62. The New S c ien ce . 790.
65. i b i d . .  875.
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so lved  the chron olog ica l problems. Since the rhapsode had continued to p ra ctise  
h is  art over a period o f  severa l c en tu r ie s , given V ico 's  h yp oth esis, i t  was not
64
su rp risin g  that 'Homer' liv e d  some f iv e  c en tu r ie s . Homer liv e d  w hile the art o f 
e p ic , ora l poetry survived .
Although i t  i s  c lea r  from V ico 's  argument that he considered Homer a p oetic
65
character, he a lso  u ses the terra 'Homer' to  denote an h is to r ic a l  in d iv id u a l. The
Homer he d isc u sse s  in  t h i s  context would appear to be the redactor or compiler o f
the noems. Since the redactor was an h is to r ic a l  figu re  Vico b e liev ed  that he
66
could be assigned  a f ix e d  d a te . In the customs depicted he fin d s  evidence to  
in d icate  th a t such a person must have emerged rather la te  in  the evo lu tion  o f  
Greek s o c ie ty . Many o f the p r a c tic e s  which appeared in the ep ic s  were tin ged  with  
a refinem ent, luxury and pomp which showed th at Greek so c ie ty  had reached an
67
advanced stage in  th e ir  cu ltu ra l development. A further reason for suggesting a
com paratively la te  date fo r  the redactor o f  the poems was th at
. . .  the a r ts  o f c a st in g  in  b a s -r e l ie f  and o f  engraving on m etals 
had already been invented . 68
69
Vico observed, however, th at Homer never mentioned "vulgar Greek le t te r s " .
From t h is  he concluded th at the redactor had liv e d  before the ep isto la ry  form o f
w ritin g  emerged among the Greeks. He was rein forced  in t h is  conclusion  by
in stan ces in  the e p ic s  which appeared to  in d ica te  that a form o f hieroglyphic
70
w ritin g  was in  vogue. Hence Vico concluded th at the matter o f the poems stemmed 
from anonymous poets o f  a very remote period , w hile th e ir  form was derived from a 
redactor who had liv e d  before the age o f man but la te  in  the age o f the heroes,
64. ib id . .  876.
65. See ib id . .  803*
66. ib id . .  793-802. See The I l i a d , pp .65 , 444; The Odyssey, pp.110, 114-15, 152.
67. The New S c ien ce , 795• Of. ib id . .  241.
68. ib id . . 794. Vico possessed  some notion  o f a tech n olog ica l evolu tion  but he 
f a i l s  to  elaborate i t  in  d e t a i l .  See Ch.IX.
69. ib id . .  859.
70. ib id . .  680, 681. See The I l i a d , pp.42, 349- H.C. Baldry argues th at alphabet­
ic  sc r ip t began to  emerge in  Greece in  the eighth century B.C. ,  i . e .  the 
period to  which Vico a ss ig n s  Homer ^the red actor ) .  See ancient Greek Lite r a t ­
ure in  i t s  L iving C ontext. London, 1968» P*50*
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71
some four to  f iv e  c e n tu r ie s  a f te r  the Trojan war.
The E ffe c t  o f  V ico ’ s P roposals
By p o s it in g  a t  le a s t  a dual authorsh ip  fo r  the poems, Vico was ab le to  pre­
sen t a cr e d ib le  so lu tio n  to  the problems r a ise d  by the m an ifest d if fe r e n c e s  
between the two e p ic s .  S ince both poems had not been w r itte n  or ra th er , composed 
by the one person, the dichotomy they  evidenced was o n ly  to  be exp ected , d e sp ite  
the e f f o r t s  o f  the red a cto r . The stark  custom s d ep ic ted  in  the I l ia d  r e f le c t e d  
a very ea r ly  period  o f  c u ltu r a l e v o lu t io n . The Odyssey w ith  i t s  t a l e s  o f  the  
cunning U ly sse s  d ep ic ted  a s ta g e  when man had lo s t  much o f  h is  sp ontan eity  and
gained in  r e f l e c t iv e  powers. T h is in d ica te d  to  Vico th a t the I l i a d  had appeared
72
many c e n tu r ie s  before the O dyssey.
The theory o f  a com posite authorsh ip  was a ls o  ap p ea lin g  in  th a t i t  accounted
73
fo r  the va r io u s d iv e r g e n c ie s  w ith in  each e p ic .  I f  the I l ia d  and the Odyssey were 
products o f  an evo lu tion ary  p ro cess , the r e s u l t  o f  many ind igenous s t o r ie s  which 
over a long  period  o f  tim e were welded in to  two su b s ta n t ia l e p ic s ,  the presence o f  
seem ingly incom patible p r a c t ic e s  w ith in  each was on ly  n a tu r a l. S ince each ep ic  
on ly  c r y s t a l l i s e d  a f te r  a long period  o f  f lu x  they  n e c e s s a r ily  r e f le c t e d  d iv e r se  
custom s.
V ico ’ s so lu tio n  to  the Homeric problem, th en , in vo lved  the a p p lic a tio n  o f  h is
theory o f  p o etry . Indeed, he h im se lf  s ta te d  th a t an answer could  not be found
elsew here than in  the o r ig in  o f  p o etry , a s  d isco v ered  above in  the  
P o etic  Wisdom, and consequently  in  the d isco v ery  o f  the p o etic  
c h a r a c t e r s . . . .  74
The Homeric corpus was fundam entally a p o e tic  work, the f r u i t  o f  many minds which
71. The New S c ien ce , 80% Vico h im se lf was o f th e  o p in ion  th a t  th e  T rojan  war 
a s  a s in g le , d i s c r e te ,  h i s to r i c a l  e v en t, never took p la c e . I t  too was a 
p o e tic  c h a ra c te r ,  a type name th a t  subsumed under i t  a l l  the  c o n f l i c t s  between 
the  Greeks and the  T ro jan s . See i b i d . ,  873*
72. i b i d . .  804, 880. Cf. ib id . .  218.
73* ib id . . 793, 797.
74. i b i d . .  808.
had been reduced to  th e  form o f  two s u b s ta n t ia l  ep ic  poems by a re d a c to r  in  th e
e ig h th  cen tu ry  B.C. Homer, th e  a lle g e d  h i s to r i c a l  in d iv id u a l who was re p u te d  to
have composed th e  e p ic s  from beg in n in g  to  end had never e x is te d .
Now a l l  th e se  th in g s  reasoned  ou t by us o r r e la te d  by o th e r s  concern ing  
Homer and h i s  poems . . .  now compel u s  to  a ff irm  th a t  th e  same th in g  has 
happened in  the  case  o f  Homer a s  in  th a t  o f th e  T rojan w ar, o f which 
th e  most ju d ic io u s  c r i t i c s  hold  th a t  though i t  marks a  famous epoch in  
h is to ry  i t  never in  th e  w orld took p la c e . 75
I t  d id  no t fo llow  th a t  Homer was a com plete f a b r ic a t io n .  He was a  p o e tic
c h a ra c te r ,  th e  u n iv e r s a l  rhapsode. He was th e  Greek people in s o fa r  a s  they  sang
th e i r  h is to ry :
And c e r ta in ly  i f  . . .  th e re  d id  n o t rem ain o f Homer c e r ta in  g re a t v e s t ­
ig e s  in  th e  form o f  h is  poems, th e  g re a t d i f f i c u l t i e s  would lead  u s  to  
conclude th a t  he was a p u re ly  id e a l  poet who never e x is te d  a s  a  p a r t ­
ic u la r  man in  the  w orld  o f n a tu re . But th e  many g re a t d i f f i c u l t i e s  
on th e  one hand, tak en  to g e th e r  w ith  the  su rv iv in g  poems on th e  o th e r ,  
seem to  fo rc e  u s  to  tak e  the  m iddle ground th a t  Homer was an id e a  o r  
a h e ro ic  c h a ra c te r  o f  G recian men in s o fa r  a s  they to ld  t h e i r  h is to ry  
in  song. 76
In  V ico’ s view , th e n , th e  Greek p eop les them selves were Homer. In  a sense Longinus 
77
had been r i g h t .  The I l i a d  was th e  s to ry  o f t h e i r  you th ; th e  Odyssey the  account
78
o f  t h e i r  more m ature y e a r s .  The Homeric corpus was, in  f a c t ,  the  au tob iography  
o f the  very  a n c ie n t Greek p eo p les . I t  was f o r  t h i s  reaso n  th a t  a l l  th e  Greek 
communities
v ied  w ith  each o th e r  fo r  th e  honour o f b e in g  h i s  f a th e r la n d , and why 
alm ost a l l  claim ed him a s  c i t i z e n .  79
I t  was fo r  s im ila r  re a so n s  th a t  th e  p e rio d  occupied by h i s  l i f e  was so d is p u te d :
That th e  reaso n  why o p in io n s  a s  to  h i s  age vary  so much i s  th a t  our 
Homer t r u l y  l iv e d  on th e  l i p s  and in  th e  memories o f  th e  p eo p les  o f 
Greece throughout th e  whole p e rio d  from th e  T rojan  war down to  th e  
tim e o f  Numa, a  span o f  460 y e a r s .  80
81
Vico could  n o t overem phasise th e  im portance o f  h is  d isco v e ry . Because
75. ib id . .  873.
76. l o c . c i t .
77 . See above p . 165*
78. The New S c ien ce . 879»
79. ib id . . 875.
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s c h o la rs  had f a i l e d  to  a p p re c ia te  the  t ru e  n a tu re  o f th e  Homeric w r i t in g s  and
t h e i r  au th o r they were unable to  g rasp  th e i r  f u l l  im p lic a tio n s . C onsequently ,
they rem ained ig n o ran t o f  th e  v a s t  h i s to r i c a l  s ig n if ic a n c e  o f th e  poems.
But th e  same f a te  h as b e fa l le n  th e  poems o f Homer a s  the  Law o f the  
Twelve T ab les; f o r ,  j u s t  a s  th e  l a t t e r ,  having been he ld  to  be th e  
laws given by Solon to  th e  A thenians and subsequently  taken  over by 
the Homans, has up to  now concealed  from us th e  h is to ry  o f th e  n a tu r ­
a l  law o f  the  h e ro ic  n a t io n s  o f Latium, so th e  Homeric poems, having  
been reg ard ed  a s  works produced by a s in g le  supreme p o e t, have h i th e r ­
to  concealed  from u s  th e  h is to ry  o f th e  n a tu ra l  law o f the  n a tio n s  o f  
Greece. 82
Vico urged th a t  a s  soon a s  i t  was r e a l i s e d  th a t  the  Homeric corpus was an 
e v o lu tio n a ry  product -  a  com posite o f  many ind igenous s to r i e s  th a t  ranged over a 
prolonged p e rio d  -  i t s  va lu e  a s  a source fo r  the  h is to ry  o f remote a n t iq u i ty  be­
came im m ediately a p p a re n t. The I l i a d  and the  Odyssey, conceived in  V ichian term s,
85
became ’’two g re a t t re a s u re  s to re s "  fo r  anyone w ish ing  to  enqu ire  in to  th e  remote 
p a s t .  With the  d isco v ery  o f th e  ' t r u e  Homer' th e  obscure p e rio d  became open to  
in v e s t ig a t io n .  I t  appeared th a t  Vico had reached  h is  goal -  a means fo r  reach in g  
th e  most a n c ie n t p a s t :
Unknown u n t i l  now, he /Homer/ has h e ld  hidden from us  the tru e  f a c t s  
o f the  fab u lo u s  p e rio d  among the  n a t io n s , and much more so those  o f 
the obscure p e rio d  which a l l  had d e sp a ired  o f  knowing, and consequent­
ly  the  f i r s t  tru e  o r ig in s  o f the  th in g s  o f  th e  h i s to r ic  p e r io d . 84
The M erit o f the  V ichian  S o lu tio n
Although V ic o 's  c o n tr ib u tio n  in  the  f i e l d  o f Homeric s tu d ie s  i s  seldom
85
re c o g n ise d , many o f h i s  ' f a c t u a l '  co n c lu s io n s  a re  p a ra lle d  by modern s c h o la rs .
The q u e s tio n  o f the  a u th o rsh ip  o f  th e  poems has been c e a s e le s s ly  debated  and th e o r­
i e s  p u rp o r tin g  to  ex p la in  i t  appear to  vary  w ith  the seaso n s. V ic to r B erard
82. ib id . . 904. The Homan Law o f  the  Twelve T ables was the  o th e r  im portan t a re a  
o f  p o s it iv e  V ichian  re s e a rc h .
83* l o c . c i t .
84. i b i d . . 6 .
85. C.G. Thomas i s  one who re c o g n ise s  V ic o 's  c o n tr ib u tio n . See o p . c i t . .  p p .2 -3 . 
I t  i s  g e n e ra lly  m ain tained  th a t  W o lf 's  Prologomena ad Homerum was th e  f i r s t  
s ig n i f ic a n t  c o n tr ib u tio n  in  t h i s  a re a . See George S te in e r ,  o p . c i t . . p .7 7 . 
Harry Levin, however, i s  c lo s e r  to  th e  mark when he s t a t e s  th a t  i t  was Vico 
who made th e  f i r s t  notew orthy c o n tr ib u tio n  in  th e  f i e l d .  See James Jo y ce , 
London, 1947, p .101 .
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expressed  th e  s i tu a t io n  a s  i t  was in  h is  day:
I  have known the  tim e when th e  l a s t  ab su rd ity  fo r  th e  s tu d en t o f  Homer 
was to  b e lie v e  in  th e  e x is te n c e  o f the  au thor whose works he re a d .
Today, what g re a te r  s ign  o f ignorance than  to  v en tu re  to  doubt th a t  
th e  I l i a d  and Odyssey were composed, f i r s t  l i n e s  to  l a s t ,  by the  Poet 
who was b l in d . 80
The s i tu a t io n  seems to  have changed somewhat since the  1930’ s» The pendulum has
swung the o th e r way and th e o r ie s  propounding a composite o r dual au th o rsh ip  a re  
87
once again in  vogue. G. S. K irk , fo r  example, one o f  th e  more c e le b ra te d  o f con­
tem porary Homeric s c h o la rs , a rg u es  th a t  th e  l in g u i s t i c ,  s t y l i s t i c  and ch ro n o lo g ica l
88
anom alies can only be exp lained  i f  the  e p ic s  a re  conceived a s  ev o lu tio n a ry  p ro d u c ts . 
He su g g es ts , however, th a t  c e r ta in  f a c e ts  o f the  poems in d ic a te  the  in flu en c e  o f  a 
s in g le  in d iv id u a l. For t h i s  reaso n  he ten d s  to  argue th a t  each poem had i t s  own
89
re d a c to r .  K irk , th en , argues fo r  a t  l e a s t  a  dual au th o rsh ip  and concludes th a t
90
the  Odyssey, because o f i t s  g re a te r  s t r u c tu r a l  s o p h is t ic a t io n  p o s t-d a ted  the  I l i a d
91
by two o r th re e  g e n e ra tio n s .
The m a jo rity  o f contemporary s c h o la rs  a lso  s t r e s s  the  im portance o f a p p re c ia t­
in g  the o ra l  o r ig in s  o f the  e p ic s . Once ag a in , G. S. K irk :
When a l l  i s  s a id , t h i s  im portan t p o in t rem ains: th a t  th e  I l i a d  and 
Odyssey are  in  essence o ra l  p o e try , the end product o f a long  t r a d ­
i t io n  o f  songs im provised by i l l i t e r a t e  but h ig h ly  s k i l le d  s in g e rs . 92
H. C. B aldry  a lso  em phasises the  im portance o f  being  aware o f the  o ra l  beg inn ings
o f the  poems. He argues th a t  they took th e i r  o r ig in  from the  a o id e s , the  s to ry
93
s in g e rs , who preceded the  rhapsodes.
I t  need sca rc e ly  be s ta te d  th a t  the bu lk  o f modern sc h o la rsh ip  conceives the
94
e p ics  in  an ev o lu tio n ary  p e rs p e c tiv e . In  an age th a t  ’w orsh ips th e  god o f e v o lu t-
86. Did Homer Live? London, 1931» P»10.
87» See C.G. Thomas, o p . c i t . . p .4 . George S te in e r  i s  one contem porary who s t i l l  
a rg u es  fo r  a s in g le  a u th o r. See o p . c i t . . p .84 .
88 . Homefr and th e  E p ic . Cambridge U n iv e rs ity  P ress , pp.140, 180.
89» i b i d . ,  p p .182-3, 189»
90 . i b i d . ,  p .113 .
91. i b i d . . p.197» C f. above p. 173.
92. i b i d . . p . 32. Of. above p. 174.
93 . o p . c i t . . p .29 .
94» See V ic to r B erard , o p . c i t . . p p .136, 210-11. G.S. K irk , o p . c i t . . p .126. H. C. 
B a ld ry , o p . c i t . . p .25 .
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ion* th e re  axe only d iv e rg e n t o p in io n s  a s  to  how, and over what p e rio d  o f  tim e , t h i s  
p ro cess  took p la c e . Although th e  c o n te n ts  o f th e  poems may r e f l e c t  in c id e n ts  a s  
e a r ly  a s  th e  t h i r t e e n th  cen tu ry  B .C. i t  i s  g e n e ra lly  a s s e r te d  th a t  th e  form in  
which the  I l i a d  and Odyssey now e x is t  emerged a t  q u ite  a  l a t e  stage  in  th e  e v o lu tio n
95
o f n a r r a t iv e  v e rs e . I t  i s  u su a lly  suggested  th a t  the  e p ic s  re c e iv e d  th e i r  p re se n t
96
form in  th e  l a t t e r  p a r t  o f  the e ig h th  cen tu ry  B.C.
There i s  l i t t l e  debate  th a t  th e  Homeric corpus c o n ta in s  h i s to r i c a l  d a ta .  The 
major is su e s  fo r  c o n te n tio n  in  t h i s  a re a  seem r a th e r  to  be th e  exac t p e rio d  i t  does
97
r e f l e c t .  Some argue f o r  a  Mycenean b a s is  w hile  o th e rs  r e j e c t  i t .  K irk  a rg u es
th a t  i t  r e f l e c t s  th e  h is to ry  o f a t  l e a s t  th re e  p e rio d s :
. . .  f i r s t ,  th e  l a te  Bronze Age, th e  period  o f  th e  T rojan war and th e  
l a s t  g e n e ra tio n s  o f  M ycenae's g re a tn e s s ; second, the  e a r ly  I ro n  Age, 
the  so c a l le d  Lark Age o f  the  e lev en th  and te n th  c e n tu r ie s  . . .  and 
th i r d ,  th e  age o f la rg e  s c a le  com position o f th e  poems in  Io n a , 
probably  th e  e ig h th  cen tu ry  B .C. 98
Although th e  u l t im a te  so lu tio n  to  th e  Homeric problem has undoubtedly n o t y e t 
been reach ed , and probably  never s h a l l  b e , i t  can be seen th a t  V ic o 's  a n a ly s is  i s  
w ell supported  by contem porary th e o r ie s .  Modem hypotheses on the  a u th o rsh ip  
q u es tio n  in d ic a te  th e  p e n e tra t in g  n a tu re  o f V ic o 's  c o n tr ib u tio n  in  t h i s  sp h e re . H is 
p o s tu la te s  b e a rin g  on th e  o ra l  and ev o lu tio n a ry  n a tu re  o f the  e p ic s  have a lso  been 
re in fo rc e d  and he i s  n o t alone in  s t r e s s in g  th e  value  o f the  e p ic s  a s  media th rough
99
which the  h i s to r ia n  can approach th e  'o b scu re  a g e s '.  In  view o f t h i s ,  th e n , Bruce
M azlish i s  on firm  enough ground when he a s s e r t s  th a t  V ic o 's  Homeric s tu d ie s  were
100
h is  " g re a te s t  triu m p h ".
The V icnian  Homeric th e o ry , even by modem s tan d a rd s , went f a r  toward so lv in g  
the  problem s in h e re n t in  th e  Homeric co rp u s. In s o fa r  a s  i t  d id  t h i s ,  i t  v in d ic a te d ,
95» V ic to r B&rard, o p . c i t . . pp .210-11 . H.G. B a ld ry , o p . c i t . . p.33*
96. H.C. B ald ry , o p . c i t . . p .1 1 .
97* Bee L .L . Page, Rhys C arpen ter and L.R. Palmer in  C.G. Thomas, o p . c i t . . p p ,17-25» 
41-47, 48-53.
98. The Homeric Poems a s  H is to ry . Cambridge U n iv e rs ity  P re s s , 1965* PP .3 -4 .
99« Since th e  emergence o f  archaeology a s  a d is c ip l in e  the  s in g u la r  im portance o f 
Homer in  t h i s  sphere has d im in ish ed .
100. The R idd le  o f H is to ry . New York, 1966, p .3 2 .
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in  some v e ry  r e a l  sen se , th e  f r u i t f u ln e s s  i f  n o t th e  v a l id i ty  o f th e  co ncep ts  and
models upon which i t  was based . V ic o 's  so lu tio n  was n o t simply a "profound
101
i n tu i t i o n  to  which only l a t e r  s c h o la rs  could do ju s t ic e "  but a th eo ry  based on 
V ichian p o s tu la te s .  By re n d e rin g  th e  Homeric w r i t in g s  i n t e l l i g i b l e  h is  theo ry  
no t only j u s t i f i e d  h is  whole sp e c u la tiv e  and th e o r e t ic a l  programme; i t  a lso  
dem onstrated  th a t  the  e p ic s  were a prim ary document fo r  th e  exam ination o f remote 
a n t iq u i ty .
101. Arnaldo Momigliano, 'V ico ’ s S cienza  Nuova: Roman B e s tio n i and Roman E r o i ' , 
H is to ry  and Theory. 5, 1966, p . 15.
CHAPTER XI
CONCLUSION: YICQ -  HIS SIGNIFICANCE FOR THE PREIIISTORIAN AND ANTHROPOLOGIST
I n  th e  in t r o d u c t io n  t o  t h i s  t h e s i s  a  number o f  d i s c i p l i n e s  w ere enum­
e r a te d  in  w hich  V ic o , a c c o r d in g  to  th e  s c h o la r s  a c t i v e  in  th o s e  f i e l d s ,  i s  
c o n s id e r e d  an e x tr e m e ly  sem in a l th in k e r .  The t r i b u t e s  p a id  V ico  from  
th in k e r s  in  so  many d iv e r s e  a r e a s  have l e d  Jam es E d ie  t o  e x c la im :
I f  we lo o k  a t  some o f  th e  more e x t e n s iv e  b ib l io g r a p h ie s  c o n s e c r a t ­
ed to  h i s  h i s t o r i c a l  in f lu e n c e ,  we so m etim es wonder w h eth er  V ico  
h a s  n o t  b een  r e s p o n s ib le  f o r  th e  e n t i r e  i n t e l l e c t u a l  s t a t e  o f  th e  
con tem p orary  w orld  in  a l l  i t s  v a g a r ie s  and c o n t r a d ic t io n s  a s  w e l l  
a s  in  i t s  more p r o g r e s s iv e  and p o s i t i v e  a s p e c t s .  1
In  v iew  o f  th e  h is t o r y  o f  V ich ia n  th o u g h t t h i s  a t t i t u d e  (a n  a t t i t u d e  
v h ic h  E d ie  i s  a c t u a l l y  a t t a c k in g )  i s  somewhat p a r a d o x ic a l .  I t  w ould  ap pear  
th a t  V i c o ' s  s y n t h e s i s  was a lm o st t o t a l l y  ig n o r ed  in  th e  c e n tu r y  th a t  f o l l o w ­
ed h i s  d e a th . T h is  s t a t e  o f  a f f a i r s  h a s  le d  some to  p on d er: d o e s  t h i s  mean
th a t  h i s  th o u g h t w as w ith o u t  a u th e n t ic  in f lu e n c e ;  o r  d o e s  i t  mean t h a t  i t
2
3pread in  a  m y s te r io u s  fa s h io n  and had an anonymous in f lu e n c e ?  T here a re  
s o l i d  grou n ds fo r  a n sw er in g  e i t h e r  q u e s t io n  in  th e  a f f i r m a t i v e .  In d e ed , 
b oth  th e  t r ib u t e s  o f  tw e n t ie th -c e n t u r y  a d m irers  o f  V ico  and th e  h i s t o r y  o f  
h i s  th o u g h t in d ic a t e  t h a t ,  w ith  th e  e x c e p t io n  o f  M ic h e le t ,  V ico  f a i l e d  to
3
have a  s i g n i f i c a n t  im pact t i l l  th e  l a t t e r  p a r t o f  th e  n in e t e e n t h  c e n tu r y .  
Among V ic o ' s  g r e a t e s t  a d m irers  w as h i s  f e l l o w  N e a p o l i ta n ,  B e n e d e tto
C ro ce . On one o c c a s io n  th e  l a t t e r  r e f e r r e d  to  him a s  " n e it h e r  more n o r  l e s s
4
th an  th e  n in e t e e n th  ce n tu r y  in  germ"; on a n o th e r , " th e  n in e t e e n t h  c e n tu r y  in
5
em bryo". a s im i la r  a t t i t u d e  was e x p r e s s e d  by B er tra n d  R u s s e l l ,  an o b s e r v e r
1 . 'V ico  and E x i s t e n t i a l  P h i lo s o p h y ',  in  G io r g io  T a g l ia c o z z o ,  G ia m b a tt is ta  
V ico  -  an I n t e r n a t io n a l  Symposium. B a lt im o r e ,  19^9» P -4 8 4 .
2 .  S ee  G i l lo  D o r f l e s ,  'Myth and M etaphor in  V ico  and in  C ontem porary A e s t h e t ­
i c s ' ,  in  i b i d . ,  p .5 7 8 .
3 . I t  i s  b eyond  th e  sco p e  o f  t h i s  t h e s i s  to  p r e s e n t  a  d e t a i l e d  e x a m in a tio n  o f  
p o s s ib l e  V ic h ia n  in f lu e n c e .  F or th e  f o l lo w in g  b r i e f  summary o f  th e  h i s t o r y  
o f  h i s  th o u g h t I  have th e r e fo r e  drawn l i b e r a l l y  on  th e  work o f  h i s  more 
r e p u ta b le  com m en tators.
4 .  The Philosophy o f Giambattista Vico. New York, 1913» p .243 .
5. 'Vico and the Subsequent Development o f Philosophic and H isto r ica l Thought' 
in  Philosophy . Poetry . H istory. London, 1 9 6 6 , p.143*
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who m ight be c o n sid e red  more im p a r tia l than  Croce:
The im portance o f Vico l i e s  . . .  in  h is  uncanny foreshadow ing 
o f  th e  n in e te e n th  c e n tu r y . . .  6
Perhaps the  t r i b u t e  o f  Paul Hazard, the  French h is to r ia n ,  i s  w ith o u t p a r a l l e l :
I f  on ly  I t a l y  had le n t  an e a r  to  G iam b attis ta  Vico; i f  on ly , 
a s  a t  th e  tim e o f  th e  R enaissance, she had assumed th e  le a d e r­
sh ip  o f  Europe, our i n te l l e c t u a l  h is to ry  would have had a very  
d i f f e r e n t  t a l e  to  t e l l .  7
Although th e se  acc lam ations a re  lau d a to ry  and r e f l e c t  the  a t t i tu d e  o f 
s c h o la rs  from v a s t ly  d i f f e r e n t  backgrounds, th ey  simply reco g n ise  Vico a s  a  
very  sem inal th in k e r .  None o f  them suggest th a t  he had been a d r iv in g  fo rce  
in  th e  emergence o f th e  w este rn  t r a d i t i o n .  Indeed, H azard’ s remark im p lie s  
th a t  he has been very  much w ithou t in f lu e n c e .
There has been very  l i t t l e  m eticu lous work c a r r ie d  out on th e  d if fu s io n  
o f V ichian th o u g h t. P resen t s ig n s , however, would in d ic a te  th a t  no one o f 
renown a p p re c ia te d  V ico’s achievem ents b e fo re  J u le s  M ichelet spoke enthus­
i a s t i c a l l y  o f  them in  the  e a r ly  n in e te e n th  cen tu ry .
D uring h is  l i f e t im e  i t  ap pears  th a t  Vico encountered n o th in g  bu t incom-
8
p reh en sio n . On th e  p u b lic a tio n  o f the  Scienza Nuova Prima he w rote to  a 
f r i e n d :
In  t h i s  c i t y  I  reckon th a t  I  have sen t i t  to  the  d e s e r t ,  and I  
avo id  a l l  the  main c e n tre s  so a s  no t to  meet th e  people to  whom 
I  have sen t c o p ie s , and i f  I  can n o t avoid them, I  g re e t them 
h a s t i l y :  and when th a t  happens none o f them give any sign  o f 
hav ing  re ce iv ed  i t ,  and so confirm  me in  my op in ion  th a t  I  have 
sen t i t  to  th e  d e s e r t .  9
Although h is  argument b e a r in g  on th e  Law o f  th e  Twelve Tables was a tta ck e d
10 11
and defended d u rin g  h is  l i f e t im e ,  the f a i lu r e  o f  P ie tro  Giannone to  make
6. Wisdom o f  the West. London, 1959* p.209.
7. European Thought in  th e  E ig h teen th  C en tu ry . Harmondsworth, 1965» P-4-6.
8. See C h .I I I .
9. Quoted in  ’Vico in  Our Time', T .L .S . . Friday, 1 October, 1971» 1161.
10. See Max F is c h , The Autobiography o f G iam b attis ta  V ico. New York, 1944» P.63»
11. See The C iv il  H istory o f  the Kingdom o f Naples (^ 2 v o ls j ,  / f i r s t  published  
Naples, 1723/ London, 1751*
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mention o f  him in d ic a te s  th a t  h is  id eas  f a i le d  to  make a s ig n if ic a n t  impact on
contemporary though t. There i s  reason  to  b e lie v e  th a t  d u rin g  V ic o 's  l i f e t im e
b o ti M ontesquieu and Rousseau procured co p ies  o f The New S cience . I t  does
no t appear however th a t  e i th e r  a tta ch ed  g re a t s ig n if ic a n c e  to ,  o r even re a d ,
12
the  work.
In h is  in tro d u c tio n  to  The Autobiography Max F isch  i s o l a t e s  a  number o f 
in s ta n ce s  which appear to  in d ic a te  th a t  Vico was known and read  in  the  e ig h teen ­
th  cen tu ry . He was, fo r  example, the c en tre  o f th e  co n tro v ersy  between the  
13
F e r in i  and A n ti-F e r in i which came to  a head in  I t a l y  between 1760 and 1780.
Although F isch  p re sen ts  numerous examples o f a u th o rs  who probably  read  V ico, and
c i t e s  in s ta n c e s  o f the p o ss ib le  in flu en ce  o f h is  id e a s  in  th e  e ig h te en th  cen tu ry ,
he concludes th a t  du ring  t h i s  period  th e re  was a f a i lu r e  " to  g rasp  V ic o 's
14
thought a s  an in te g ra l  w hole".
I t  i s  g e n e ra lly  considered th a t  M ic h e le t 's  d isco v ery  o f  Vico in  th e  1820's
15
was " th e  d e c is iv e  event fo r  V ico 's  European re p u ta t io n " .  I s a ia h  B e r lin  i s  o f
the  o p in io n  th a t  M ichelet was the f i r s t  r e a l ly  to  a p p re c ia te  " th a t  Vico had
16
opened a window to  a new realm  o f tho u g h t" . M ichelet r e c a l le d  th a t
From 1824 on, I  was se ized  by a frenzy  caught from Vico, an in c red ­
ib le  in to x ic a tio n  w ith  h is  g re a t h i s to r i c a l  p r in c ip le .  17
In  1827 he pub lished  an abridged t r a n s la t io n  o f The Hew Science under th e  t i t l e
il
“P r in c ip e s  de l a  Philosophie de l 'h i s t o i r e ,  a  work which F l i n t  has c a l le d  a
18
t r a n s la t io n  o f  g en iu s. Even I t a l i a n s  found the  l a t t e r  work more i n t e l l i g i b l e
19
than  th e  fo rm er. I t  was M ic h e le t 's  t r a n s la t io n  th a t  e s ta b lis h e d  V ic o 's  European 
r e p u ta t io n .
The ferm ent in i t i a t e d  by M ichelet was brought to  a clim ax by Croce in  the
12. Max F isc h , o p . c i t . . pp .72-3 .
13* The F e r in i  argued th a t  man had a b e s t i a l  o r ig in .
14. oj^^cjLt., p .64 .
15. i b i d . . p .75*
16. 'A Note on V ic o 's  Concept o f Knowledge', in  G iorgio T ag liacozzo , o p . c i t . . p .37'
17. Quoted by Max F isch , o p .c i t . . p .76.
18. R obert F l i n t ,  V ico. Edinburgh, 1884» p .230 .
19. See Max F ieeh , o p .c i t . .  p .7 7 .
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first decade of the present century. His task was made so much easier by
the demise of the 'cult of pure reason'. An age under the influence of
Descartes and Newton would find little of value in the Vichian approach.
Hence the disillusion with rationalism and positivism that was manifest
in the emergence, in the late nineteenth century, of existentialism and its
20
historical equivalent, historicism, ensured for Vico a favourable and 
sympathetic hearing.
The effect of this century 'in the wilderness' was to mitigate, almost
to extinguish, the Vichian impact. When he was 'rediscovered', scholars
... did not so much learn from him as recognise in him what was 
already their own, and acknowledge him as the great forerunner 
of doctrines and causes to which they were already committed. 21
In the century following Vico's death European thought reached a position 
similar to his own, yet independently of him. He was then recognised as 
a highly original thinker, a pioneer and precursor, but not as an influent­
ial figure in the normal sense. Although his insight and profundity are 
not open to doubt, given the present state of research, it is difficult to 
establish that he gave impetus to eighteenth-century, Western thought.
This situation has led James Edie to suggest:
Vico, it seems true to say, has been less of a vis a ter go. a 
historical force or cause at the origins of contemporary 
thought, than a thinker who is confronted ... as a contempor­
ary, as one who faces us from ahead rather than as one who 
pushes us from behind. 22
Despite Vico's achievements not finding favour until others had pro­
duced syntheses of a similar nature, his importance as a thinker is in no
way diminished. Croce has presented a valid appraisal of the situation:
23
Leibniz addressed himself to his own century which rallied 
round him and gave immediate resonance to his utterance.
Vico addressed himself to a coming century and around him
20. I use the terra in the sense of Meinecke or Croce.
21. See Max Fisch, op.cit.. p.6l.
22. op.cit.. p.48%
23. Vico acknowledged Leibniz and Newton as the foremost thinkers of his 
day. See The Autobiography, p.183.
183
found silence and the desert. But resonance or silence, the 
crowd or the desert, neither add nor detract from the inner 
quality of thought. 24
When he did come to the fore Vico was not acclaimed for his services
to empirical research. Indeed, many of his factual statements were
25 26
obviously false. It was the suggestiveness and insight which his work
27
displayed - the new conceptual apparatus, sympathy and breadth of vision 
which he brought to the historical data - that marked him as a thinker 
worthy of examination:
One must abandon critical judgment of his etymologies and 
Homan legal history in a temporary suspension of historical 
disbelief to soak in those profound reflections and majestic 
affirmations which reverberate long after the mean errors of 
detail have been forgotten. 28
Although scholars from different disciplines have come to recognise 
the Vichian achievement, prehistorians and anthropologists, as was pointed 
out in Chapter I, continue to ignore him. His immediate relevance to 
their respective disciplines lies in his concern with primordial man and 
his culture. At a time when most "histories" readily invoked the super­
natural, Vico presented an account of the origins of ancient society which, 
whether one agrees with it or not, invoked only the natural. To explain 
man’s condition he had recourse to the natural order, not to the super-
29
natural. He did not look to the remote past in the manner of the anti­
quarian but as one who was interested in it for the purpose of explaining 
the human condition. He did not regard primordial man as a noble savage,
24. 'Vico and the Subsequent Development of Philosophic and Historical 
Thought', p.144.
25. See Thomas Berry, The Historical Theory of Giambattista Vico. Washing­
ton, 1949, P.27.
26. See Patrick Gardiner, Theories of History. Glencoe, i960, pp.9-10-
27. Benedetto Croce, The Philosophy of Giambattista Vico, pp.78, 182.
28. P. Manuel, The Eighteenth Century Confronts the Gods. Cambridge, 1959* 
P.150.
29. It may be argued that Vico's recourse to the biblical account indicates 
the use of the supernatural. It should be noted that Genesis played a 
very subsidiary räle in his account as a whole, being used to solve a 
problem to which modern man has failed to find an answer. Genesis or 
an infinite regress; Which is the more satisfactory?
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30
nor d id  he co n sid er him sub-human. E a rly  man was simply the embodiment 
o f  humanity a t  a c e r ta in  s tag e  o f i t s  developm ent. The p re su p p o sitio n s  
from which Vico began h i s  in v e s t ig a t io n s  a re  e s s e n t ia l ly  those o f contemp­
o ra ry  p re h is to r ia n s  and a n th ro p o lo g is ts .
When Vico w ro te , the  d i s c ip l in e s  o f p re h is to ry  and anthropology had
31
n o t emerged a s  independent a re a s  o f s tu d y . He was in te r e s te d  in  the  
remote human p ast and through h i s  e f f o r t s  to  c a s t  l i g h t  on i t ,  he en u n c ia t­
ed fo r  the  f i r s t  tim e a number o f co ncep ts  and p r in c ip le s  th a t  a re  s t i l l  
fundam ental to  an thropology , h is to ry  and p re h is to ry . I t  i s  n o t h is  de­
t a i l e d  conclusions bu t h is  h e u r is t ic  d ev ice s  which make him re le v a n t to  a l l  
who a re  preoccupied w ith  remote a n t iq u i ty :
I t  i s  n o t th e  d e t a i l  th a t  g iv es  i t s  va lue  to  V ico’ s p ic tu re  o f 
the hero ic  age. H is e tym olog ies, h i s  m yth ica l in te r p r e ta t io n s ,  
th e  g en es is  and c h ro n o lo g ica l successio n  o f h is  gods, the  
gen esis  and su ccessio n  o f  h is  p h o n e tic , m e tr ic a l and s t y l i s t i c  
forms -  each , taken  by i t s e l f ,  may be c o n te s te d ; but taken  as  
a whole they  a re  r ic h  w ith  a t r u th  which tran scen d s  th e  s in g le  
p ro p o s itio n s . 32
I t  i s  in  t h i s  a re a , the  sphere o f concep ts  and models, th a t  contemp­
o ra ry  a n th ro p o lo g is ts  and p re h is to r ia n s  have become v i t a l l y  in te r e s te d .
In  1970 Marvin H a rr is  w ro te :
My main reaso n  fo r  w r i t in g  t h i s  book i s  to  r e a s s e r t  the  method­
o lo g ic a l p r io r i t y  o f  th e  search  fo r  the  laws o f h is to ry  in  the  
science  o f man . . .  a  g en e ra l theo ry  o f h is to ry  i s  re q u ire d  i f  
th e  expansion o f  d isp o sab le  re se a rc h  funds i s  to  r e s u l t  in  
something o th e r  than  th e  ra p id  growth in  th e  amount o f t r i v i a  
being  p u b lished  in  the  le a rn ed  jo u rn a ls .  33
J .  G. D. C lark  expressed s im ila r  th o u g h ts  in  1972:
. . .  the  p ro g re ss  o f  p r e h is to r ic  archaeology a s  a  d is c ip l in e  
depends fundam entally  on improvements in  th e  q u a li ty  o f  the  
concep ts and th e o r ie s  which guide re se a rc h  and mold i t s  
in t e r p r e ta t io n s .  34
30. The ’noble savage’ was R o usseau 's  c re a tio n  w hereas the  l a t t e r  view was 
p re v a len t amongst th e  P u r i ta n s . See Ray Harvey P earce , 'The "Ruines 
o f Mankind": the  In d ian  and th e  P u r ita n  M ind ', Jo u rn a l o f th e  H isto ry  
o f Id e a s . 13, 1952, pp.200-217.
31. See Appendix B.
32. B enedetto  Croce, The Philosophy o f  G iam b attis ta  V ico, p .182 .
33. The R ise o f A n th ropo log ica l Theory. New York, 1970, p.3*
34* ’S ta r  C a rr: a Case Study in  B io a rch aeo lo g y ', A McCaleb Module in  
Anthropology. 10, 1972, p .1 .
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The s i tu a t io n  th a t  con fro n ted  Vico was somewhat s im ila r .  V ast 
q u a n t i t ie s  o f m a te ria l re le v a n t  to  the  remote p a s t had been c o lle c te d  bu t 
fo r  a number o f reaso n s  l i t t l e  sympathy was m an ifest fo r  the  makers o f 
th ese  a r t e f a c t s .  For want o f in te r p r e ta t iv e  concep ts  and models the
55
m a te ria l rem ained id le .  Vico d id  no t amass more m a te r ia l bu t a ttem pted  
to  p re sen t a  number o f c o n s tru c ts  which would ren d e r the  a n t iq u a r ia n 's  
m a te r ia l s ig n if ic a n t  in  'human' term s -  an id e a l  which i s  p u rp o rted ly  th e  
goal o f most s tu d en ts  o f  th e  remote p a s t .
56
V ic o 's  re levance  to  anthropology i s  r e a d i ly  a p p a ren t. The avenues 
he opened up by h is  sp e c u la tio n s  on the  n a tu re  o f  th e  p r im itiv e  mind have 
become a re a s  o f  s p e c ia l i s t  exam ination a s  i s  c le a r ly  m an ifested  by the
work o f Levy-Bruhl and L e v i-S tra u ss . V ic o 's  th e o r is in g  in  t h i s  a rea
enabled him to  a p p re c ia te  th e  s ig n if ic a n c e  o f  th e  m yths, customs and b e l i e f s
o f p rim itiv e  peo p les . The im portance o f an a p p re c ia tio n  o f p r im itiv e
m en ta lity  was s tre s s e d  by Levy-Bruhl:
I t  i s  u s e le s s  to  t r y  and ex p la in  th e  i n s t i t u t i o n s  and customs 
and b e l ie f s  o f underdeveloped p eop les by s t a r t in g  from the  
p sycho log ica l and in te l l e c t u a l  a n a ly s is  o f  " th e  human mind" a s  
we know i t .  No in te r p r e ta t io n  w i l l  be s a t i s f a c to r y  u n le ss  i t  
has fo r  i t s  s ta r t in g - p o in t  th e  p re lo g ic a l  and m ystic m e n ta lity  
un d erly in g  th e  v a rio u s  forms o f  a c t i v i t y  in  p r im it iv e s . 58
The a n a ly s is  o f th e  p r im itiv e  mind a s  p re sen ted  by Vico h a s , o f
co u rse , been su b jec t to  m o d ifica tio n  by sc h o la rs  such a s  Claude L ev i-S tra u ss
In  i t s  e s s e n t ia l s ,  however, V ic o 's  a n a ly s is  rem ains a  v ia b le  h y p o th esis  
40
today . I f  th e  d e t a i l s  o f  h is  account had n o t been qu estio n ed  and found 
to  be inadequate  i t  would be an unsavoury r e f l e c t io n  on the  a n th ro p o lo g ic a l 
s ch o la rsh ip  o f the  l a s t  two c e n tu r ie s .
V ic o 's  re lev an ce  to  p re h is to ry  i s  no t so r e a d i ly  seen . In  C hapter I
55. See C h .II.
56. See ChVI.
57. See Ch.VI.
38. Bow N atives Think. London, 1926, 
39* The Savage Mind. London, 1966. 
40. See Ch.VI.
p . 3 6 1 .
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i t  was argued  th a t  p re h is to ry  i s  o f te n  i d e n t i f i e d  w ith  a rc h a e o lo g y . I t  
was th e re  su g g ested  th a t  t h i s  p rocedure  was n o t a l to g e th e r  te n a b le .  In ­
deed , i t  would appear th a t  arch aeo lo g y  i s  b u t one f a c e t  o f  th e  p ro c e s s  
employed by th e  p r e h is to r i a n .  An a r t e f a c t  o f  i t s e l f  i s  m e a n in g le ss . I t  
i s  on ly  when i t  i s  in te r p r e te d  in  th e  l i g h t  o f  some c o n c e p tu a l framework 
th a t  i t  ta k e s  on s ig n if ic a n c e  f o r  th e  p r e h i s to r i a n .  I t  was in  t h i s  l a t t e r  
sphere  t h a t  Vico was a c t iv e  and i s  o f r e le v a n c e .
One V ich ian  c o n t r ib u t io n  ( th a t  i s )  o f  extrem e re le v a n c e  to  th e  p re ­
h i s to r i a n  i s  h is  v in d ic a t io n  o f  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  know ledge. 
P r io r  to  Vico i t  had sim ply been assumed t h a t  a  knowledge o f  p a s t  e v e n ts  
was p o s s ib le .  H is verum -factum  p r in c ip le  l a i d  th e  fo u n d a tio n s  f o r  a
r a t i o n a l  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  o f  a l l  h i s t o r i c a l  knowledge w hether i t  p e r ta in e d  to
42
th e  r e c e n t  o r  th e  rem ote p a s t .
The n o tio n  th a t  most h i s t o r i c a l  knowledge i s  i n f e r e n t i a l  in  form  was 
f i r s t  a p p re c ia te d  by V ico. H is c o n te n tio n  th a t  a l l  a r t e f a c t s ,  a l l  human 
f a c t a , were in d ic a t iv e  o f  human beh av io u r i s  a  c r u c i a l  p o s tu la te  f o r  th e  
p r e h i s to r i a n .  W ith t h i s  h y p o th e s is  he f re e d  h i s t o r i c a l  th o u g h t "from  i t s
43
dependence on w r i t t e n  a u t h o r i t i e s " .  He h im se lf  reap e d  th e  f r u i t s  o f  t h i s
ap p roach . He d id  n o t i n t e r p r e t  myths and language on t h e i r  fa c e  v a lu e
44
b u t exam ined them a s  a r t e f a c t s .  By so d o in g , th e  w e a lth  o f  d a ta ,  w hich 
in  th e  hands o f  h i s  p re d e c e sso rs  had rem ained  m e an in g le ss , became ex trem ely  
in fo rm a tiv e . Vico was em ploying a  p ro c e s s  t h a t  l i e s  a t  th e  very  b a s i s  o f  
th e  d i s c i p l in e  o f  p r e h is to ry .
The i n f e r e n t i a l  n a tu re  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  knowledge n e c e s s i t a t e s  t h a t  th e  
h i s to r i a n  be a c t iv e .  Vico was aware o f  t h i s  and s t ro n g ly  em phasised th e  
h i s t o r i a n ’ s r e c o n s tru c t iv e  o r  r e - c r e a t iv e  ta s k .  H is  v in d ic a t io n  o f
41• See above p . 11.
4 2 . See C h.IV .
43» R.G . C ollingw ood, The Id ea  o f  H is to ry . London, 1966, p .7 1 .
44 . See C h s .V II, V I I I .
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h i s t o r i c a l  knowledge im p lied  t h a t  th e  h i s t o r i a n  co u ld  know more " th a n
45
what o ld  w r i t e r s  have to ld  us" i f  he was p re p a re d  to  e la b o r a te  i n t e r p r e t ­
a t iv e  c o n c e p ts  and m odels, V ico ’ s c o n te n tio n  t h a t  a c t iv e  r e c o n s t r u c t io n !
46
r a th e r  th a n  p a s s iv e  r e c e p t io n ,  was th e  m ajor ta s k  o f  th e  h i s t o r i a n  i s  
e s p e c ia l ly  p e r t in e n t  to  th e  p r e h i s t o r i a n .  P erhaps th e  l a t t e r ,  more so 
th a n  th e  c o n v e n tio n a l h i s t o r i a n ,  i s  aware t h a t  he must be a c t i v e l y  engaged 
in  th e  ta s k  o f  r e c o n s t r u c t io n .  H is  p o ts  and pans a re  dumb r e l i c s ;  a t  
f i r s t  g la n ce  th e y  t e l l  him n o th in g  o f  th e  human p a s t .  The in fo rm a tio n  
th e y  w i l l  e v e n tu a lly  f u r n is h  w i l l  depend on th e  q u e s tio n s  and i n t e r p r e t a t ­
iv e  a p p a ra tu s  th e  p r e h is to r i a n  em ploys. Vico was th e  f i r s t  to  a p p re c ia te  
and employ t h i s  f a c t .
The d evelopm en ta l model espoused  by Vico was a  f u r th e r  ach ievem en t
t h a t  i s  o f  im port f o r  th e  p r e h i s t o r i a n .  Not on ly  d id  i t  m i l i t a t e  a g a in s t
th e  th e o r i e s  o f  d e g e n e ra tio n  p r e v a le n t  in  V ic o ’ s own day , i t  a l s o  p ro v id e d
47
him w ith  a j u s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  h i s  u se  o f  e th n o g ra p h ic  p a r a l l e l s .  The use 
o f  ' l i v i n g  p r im i t i v e s ’ to  su g g e s t p o s s ib le  e x p la n a tio n s  o f  a r c h a e o lo g ic a l  
m a te r ia l  h a s , and c o n tin u e s  to  p la y  a  s i g n i f i c a n t  r o le  in  th e  p r e h i s t o r ­
ia n ' s  w o rld . I t  was Vico who f i r s t  p re s e n te d  some lo g i c a l  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  
f o r  t h e i r  u t i l i s a t i o n .
I s a ia h  B e r l in  h a s  a rg u ed , and n o t w ith o u t good c a u se , t h a t  Vico was
48
th e  f i r s t  to  co n ce iv e  o f  a  c u l t u r a l  approach  to  h i s to r y .  The c u l t u r a l  
ap p ro ach , to o ,  h a s  a  number o f  im p lic a t io n s  f o r  th e  p r e h i s t o r i a n .  The 
V ich ian  H is to ry  was one th a t  c o n c e n tra te d  on s o c ia l  and economic movements 
to  th e  e x c lu s io n  o f  in d iv id u a ls  and t h e i r  a c t i v i t i e s .  I t  i s  o b v io u s ly  a 
h i s to r y  t h a t  i s  w e ll s u i te d  to  th e  p r e h i s t o r i a n .  H is  dumb r e l i c s  do n o t 
r e v e a l  th e  names o f  c h i e f t a i n s  n o r th e  v i c t o r s  o f  in d iv id u a l  b a t t l e s .
45 . See Glyn D a n ie l, The Three A ges, Cambridge U n iv e rs i ty  P r e s s ,  1943»
p .8 .
46. See C h.IV .
47 . See Ch.V.
4 8 . 'G ia m b a tt is ta  V ico ’ , The L i s t e n e r . 28 S ep tem ber, 1972, p .3 9 2 .
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Vihen Gordon C hilde argued th a t the p r e h is to r ia n  could  p resen t s o lu t io n s  to  
h is to r ic a l  q u estio n s  because
h is to r y  has r e c e n t ly  become much l e s s  p o l i t i c a l  -  l e s s  a record  
o f  in tr ig u e s ,  b a t t le s  and r e v o lu tio n s  -  and more c u ltu r a l ,  49
■the h is to r y  to  which he was r e fe r r in g  was in  grea t part the legacy  o f  V ico ,
V ic o 's  c u ltu r a l h is to r y  i s  o f  fu r th er  re lev a n ce  to  the p reh is to r ia n
for i t  im plied th a t a l l  a sp e c ts  o f  a cu ltu r e  are c lo s e ly  interw oven, in
50
other words, th a t a cu ltu re  i s  a fu n c tio n in g , l i v in g  w hole. The n o tio n ,  
stemming from t h i s  approach, th a t an a r te fa c t  i s  c u ltu r a l ly  contam inated  
enab les the h is to r ia n  or p r e h is to r ia n  to  say , fo r  exam ple, th a t some o b jec t  
i s  t y p ic a l ly  Bronze Age or t y p ic a l ly  fo u rteen th  cen tu ry . In the absence o f  
a radiocarbon date the n o tio n  o f  cu ltu r e  can , th e r e fo r e , provide the pre­
h is to r ia n  w ith some id ea  o f  the date o f  an o b je c t .  Indeed, u n t i l  the 
1950' s ,  typology was the most s ig n if ic a n t  to o l  th a t the p r e h is to r ia n  had a t  
h is  d isp o sa l fo r  d a tin g  h is  m a te r ia l,
51
V ic o 's  a p p rec ia tio n  o f  the dynamic nature o f  the human mind, i t  would 
seem, r a i s e s  a q u estio n  th a t a l l  p r e h is to r ia n s  whose major concern i s  Lower- 
P a la e o lith ic  man must fa c e .  The p r e h is to r ia n 's  a b i l i t y  to  in te r p r e t  
a r te fa c t s  presupposes th a t th e ir  makers were in  some sense l ik e  h im se lf .
In o th er  words, the rec o n str u c tio n  o f  the human p ast n e c e s s i t a t e s  a c e r ta in  
constancy in  human n a tu re . I f  the human psyche has evolved  a s  Vico has 
su ggested , has man changed to  such an e x te n t th a t th e  r e la t io n s h ip  between 
h is  very e a r ly  and p resen t forms i s  m inim al, perhaps n o n -e x is te n t?  I t  i s  
a problem th a t looms la r g e  fo r  a l l  sc h o la r s  preoccupied  w ith  the Lower 
P a la e o l i th ic ,
Perhaps the most s t r ik in g  o f  a l l  V ic o 's  c o n tr ib u tio n s  to  the study  
o f  the remote past was the way in  which he brought i t  to  l i f e .  P r e h is to r ia n s
49 . 'Changing Methods and Aims in  P r e h is to r y ',  P .P .S . . 1, 1955» p .1 0 .
50. See Ch.V.
51. See Ch.VI,
189
a re  g e n e ra lly  fond o f  p ro c la im in g  th a t  t h e i r  r e a l  ta s k  c o n c e rn s  p e o p le .
Gordon G h ild e , fo r  exam ple, con tended  th a t
a l l  a rc h a e o lo g ic a l  d a ta  a re  e x p re s s io n s  o f  human th o u g h ts  and 
purposes and a re  v a lu e d  on ly  a s  r e v e l a t i o n s  th e r e o f .  52
G eoffrey Bibby a s s e r te d  t h a t  th e  q u e s t io n ,  "What d id  i t  f e e l  l i k e  -  to  be
53
p r e h is to r i c ? "  i s  one w ith o u t w hich p r e h is to ry  i s  m ean in g le ss  w h ile  S ta n le y  
Diamond m ain ta ined  th a t
th e  mere c a ta lo g u in g  o r  even sy s te m a tic  l in k in g  o f  i n s t i t u t i o n s  
and a r t i f a c t s  i s  m e an in g le ss  u n le s s  th e  e f f o r t  to  rep ro d u ce  
th e  s o c ia l  c o n s c io u s n e s s , th e  c u l t u r a l  b e in g  o f  th e  peop le  who 
l i v e  and produce in  t h e i r  m o d a lity , i s  made. 54
V ico was p ossessed  o f  s im i la r  i d e a l s  and d em o n stra ted  more th a n  a v e r ­
age su c c e ss  in  a c h ie v in g  them . W hatever e l s e  one may say o f  h i s  w ork, one 
i s  fo rc e d  to  adm it th a t  i t  m a n ife s ts  an a c u te  sympathy w ith  p r im it iv e  man 
and h i s  c u l tu r e .
I t  would seem e v id e n t ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  t h a t  V ico e la b o ra te d  a  t h e o r e t i c a l  
p o s i t io n  t h a t  i s  p e r t in e n t ly  r e le v a n t  to  a l l  who a re  in t e r e s te d  in  man and 
h i s  p a s t .  H is s y n th e s is  h a s  a  s p e c ia l  im port f o r  th o se  p r e h i s to r i a n s  and 
a n th ro p o lo g is ts  who a re  concerned  w ith  th e  p r e s u p p o s i t io n s  o f  t h e i r  r e ­
s p e c tiv e  d i s c i p l in e s .  A lthough h i s  th o u g h t d id  n o t b e a r  on a rc h a e o lo g ic a l  
m a tte r s  a s  such , th e  p r e h is to r i a n  i s  th e  p o o rer f o r  n e g le c t  o f  V ico . D e sp ite  
th e  f a c t  t h a t  th e  fa s h io n a b le  p r e h i s to r i a n  i s  a d v ise d  n o t to  look  to  h i s to r y  
f o r  g u id e l in e s  -  Higgs has warned t h a t  th e  t a i l  o f  h i s to r y  should  n o t wag
55
th e  p r e h is to r i c  dog -  th e re  i s  re a so n  to  b e l ie v e  t h a t  h i s to r y  and p r e h is to ry  
sh a re  c e r t a in  fundam ental c o n c e p ts . An im p o rta n t c o n t r ib u t io n  to  th e o r e t ­
i c a l  h is to r y  must th e re fo re  have i t s  r e p e r c u s s io n s  in  p r e h is to r y .  E . J .  
Tapp’ s r e t o r t  to  Higgs la c k s  n e i th e r  charm n o r v a l i d i t y :
52 . A S h o rt In tro d u c t io n  to  A rch aeo lo g y , London, 1956, P*11- 
55 . The Testimony o f th e  S pade, London, 1968, p .4*
54 . P r im itiv e  Views o f th e  W orld , Colum bia U n iv e rs i ty  P re s s ,  19^9» P*xv.
55 . ’A rchaeology -  Where Now?’ , M ankind, 6 , 1968, p . 619*
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Far indeed from h is to ry  wagging th e  p re h is to r ic  dog, a s  Higgs 
would have i t ,  i s  i t  no t f a i r e r  to  say th a t  th e  h i s to r i c  nose 
has led  the  p re h is to r ic  dog? The im portan t p o in t to  b ear in  
mind i s  th a t  i t  i s  a l l  one anim al ben t on a s in g le  e n te r p r i s e ,  
no sin g  ou t th e  human past* 56
R a f fa e l lo  F ran ch in i has argued th a t  wherever i t  i s  r e a l i s e d  th a t  h i s to r ­
ic a l  re c o n s tru c tio n  i s  e s s e n t ia l ly  a ta sk  o f  p h ilo so p h is in g , th e re  Vico i s  
57
a l iv e  and w ell* Hence th e  in c re a s in g  s e n s i t iv i ty  o f p re h is to r ia n s  and an th ro ­
p o lo g is ts  to  th e  scope, l im i t s  and p re su p p o s itio n s  -  th e  philosophy -  o f t h e i r  
re s p e c tiv e  d i s c ip l in e s  re n d e rs  Vico a most re le v a n t f ig u re  to  t h e i r  p u r s u i ts .  
Is a ia h  B e r l in  was c lo se  to  th e  mark when he s ta te d  th a t
th o se  who made the  e f f o r t  to  un rave l th e  t e r r i b l e  ta n g le s  o f h is  
immensely su g g estiv e  bu t o f te n  dark id e as  would never ag a in  be 
a b le  to  r e tu rn  to  t h e i r  beg inn ings -  to  th e  b l i s s f u l  s im p lic ity  
and symmetry o f  D escartes  o r Spinoza, Hume o r R u sse ll (o r even 
K an t), s t i l l  l e s s  to  th a t  o f  the  P o s i t i v i s t  h is to r ia n s  and h i s to r ­
i c a l  th e o r i s t s ;  n o t ,  a t  any r a t e ,  w ithou t an acu te  and c o n stan t 
sense o f  the  d e fe c tiv e n e ss  o f th e i r  co n cep tio n s  o f th e  mind and 
i t s  powers, and consequently  o f  what men a re  and how th ey  come to  
be what they a r e .  58
56. 'On Reading "Archaeology -  where now?"; Mankind. 7* 1970, p .308 .
57. ’V ico, H is to r ic a l  M ethodology, and th e  F u ture  o f P h ilosophy’ , in  G iorgio 
T ag liaco zzo , o p . c i t . . p.544*
58. ’A Note on V ic o 's  Concept o f  Knowledge', in  ib id . . p .3 7 7 •
APPENDIX A
VICO'S STYLISTIC OBSCURITY
A lth o u g h  The New S c ien c e  h a s  won f o r  V ic o , in  some s e l e c t  c i r c l e s ,  
a  r e p u t a t i o n  f o r  g e n iu s ,  i t  i s  a l s o  g e n e r a l ly  c o n s id e r e d  to  be a  w ork o f  
th e  u tm o s t o b s c u r i ty .  The a u th o r  who w r i t e s  on V ico and r e f r a i n s  from  
p a s s in g  comment on h i s  a b s t r u s e  s t y l e  i s  in d e e d  r a r e .  C a p o n ig r i 's  rem ark  
i s  n o t  an  e x a g g e ra t io n :
The S c ie n z a  Nuova, by th e  v e ry  v a s tn e s s  and  c o m p le x ity  o f  i t s  
s t r u c t u r e  and by i t s  e x u b e ra n t d e t a i l  h a s  won f o r  V ico a  r e p u t ­
a t i o n  f o r  o b s c u r i ty  a k in  to  th e  r e p u t a t i o n  o f  th e  s c h o l a s t i c  
d o c to r s  f o r  c a s u i s t r y  and s u b t l e t y .  1
The c h a rg e  o f  o b s c u r i ty  was l e v e l l e d  a t  V ic o 's  w r i t i n g s  in  h i s  own
d ay . He r e c o r d s  t h a t  th e  D i r i t t o  U n iv e rs a le  " s u f f e r e d  no o th e r  r e p r o o f
2
th a n  t h a t  o f  b e in g  u n i n t e l l i g i b l e " . I t  i s  a  c r i t i c i s m  t h a t  h a s  i n e v i t ­
a b ly  accom panied  th e  r e a d in g  o f  h i s  w o rk s . I n  th e  n in e t e e n th  c e n tu r y ,  
f o r  exam p le , Jo h n  F is k e ,  a f t e r  r e a d in g  The New S c ie n c e , comm ented:
I t  i s  th e  d r i e s t ,  o b s c u re s t  m e ta p h y s ic a le s t  book I e v e r  g o t 
h o ld  o f .  C o n fu c iu s  i s  a  more lu c id  w r i t e r .  "M ortgages"  
and "R em ainders” a r e  p l e a s a n te r  to  p e r u s e .  3
M odem s c h o la r s  m a n if e s t  s im i la r  o p in io n s .  V i c o 's  m ethod o f  a rg u ­
m en t, h i s  in a c c u ra c y  and h i s  whole mode o f  p r e s e n t a t i o n  have  b een  s e v e r e ly
c r i t i c i s e d .  F ran k  M anuel, f o r  exam ple, r e f e r s  to  V i c o 's  " tu r g id  and 
4 5
o b s c u re ” s t y l e ,  R a f f a e l lo  F r a n c h in i  f i n d s  h i s  p a g e s  " to r tu r e d "  w h ile
S a n t i l l a n a  d e s c r ib e s  The New S c ien ce  a s  " th e  n ig h tm a re  o f  h i s t o r y  in  n i g h t -
6
marish s ty le " .  V ic o 's  s ty le  i s  ob v iou sly  not the o b je c t  o f  laudatory  
comment.
1 . Time and  I d e a . London, 1953» P.3» In  t h i s  c o n te x t  i t  i s  w o rth  n o t in g  
th e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  e n c o u n te re d  by B e rg in  and F is c h  w h i le  t r a n s l a t i n g  th e  
w ork . See The New S c ie n c e  o f  G ia m b a t t i s ta  V ic o . New Y ork , 1948, 
p p . v i i i - i x .
2 . The A utob iog raphy , p .1 5 8 .
3 . Q uoted by Max F is c h ,  The A u to b io g rap h y  o f  G ia m b a t t i s ta  V ic o . New Y ork, 
1944, p . 102 .
4 . The E ig h te e n th  C en tu ry  C o n fro n ts  th e  G ods. C am bridge , 1959» p .1 5 0 .
5 . ’V ic o , H i s t o r i c a l  M ethodology , and th e  F u tu re  o f  P h i lo s o p h y ',  i n  G io rg io  
T a g l ia c o z z o , G ia m b a t t is ta  V ico -  an  I n t e r n a t i o n a l  Symposium. B a l t im o r e ,
1969, p .5 4 9 .
6 . 'V ic o  and D e s c a r t e s ' ,  O s i r i s . 9> 1950, p . 5 6 6 .
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I f  h i s  mode o f e x p re s s io n  has been  found w an tin g , h i s  method o f
argum ent i s  e q u a lly  d e f i c i e n t .  B e rtra n d  R u s s e l l ,  in  a  t y p i c a l  Anglo-Saxon
7
u n d e rs ta te m e n t, a s s e r t s  t h a t  " c o n s is te n c y  i s  n o t one o f  V ico ’s m e r i ts " .
S tu a r t  Hampshire i s  a  l i t t l e  more d i r e c t :
A lthough a  p h ilo so p h e r ,  he / v i c o j  h a s  h im se lf  th e  q u a l i t i e s  o f  
th e  p r im it iv e  w hich he so adm ired -  f l a s h e s  o f  in s ig h t  a l t e r ­
n a t in g  w ith  w ild  a b s u r d i t i e s ,  g r e a t  im a g in a tio n  w ith o u t any 
powers o f  c r i t i c i s m ,  and an o u tra g e o u s  in d i f f e r e n c e  to  ev id en ce  
and l i t e r a l  s ta te m e n t o f  f a c t .  8
H is  com plete la c k  o f  co n ce rn  f o r  acc u racy  o f  d e t a i l  i s  a  f u r th e r
f a c to r  t h a t  re n d e rs  th e  work d e f i c i e n t .  H is  h a n d lin g  o f  h i s  so u rc e s  i s
n o to r io u s :
V ico , a s  i s  w e ll known, had an a lm o st i n f i n i t e  c a p a c ity  fo r  
m isq u o ta tio n . 9
So ob v io u s i s  t h i s  in a d v e r te n c e  to  f a c tu a l  d e t a i l  t h a t  V ich ian  s c h o la r s
10
have come to  view i t  a s  a  d e f in in g  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  V ich ian  p ro c e d u re .
V ico i s  n o t c e le b ra te d  f o r  h i s  s c h o la r ly  and a c c u ra te  f o o tn o te s ;  i t  i s  h i s
in s ig h t ,  h i s  power a s  a  th in k e r ,  on w hich h i s  im m o rta lity  r e s t s :
D epth and a c u te n e s s  do n o t a lw ays f l o u r i s h  e q u a lly  s id e  by 
s id e :  and V ico , however much he f e l l  s h o r t  in  a c u te n e s s ,  
was alw ays p ro fo u n d ly  d eep . 11
P erh ap s  th e  f a c t o r  t h a t  c o n t r ib u te s  most to  th e  o b s c u r i ty  o f  The Hew 
S cience  i s  i t s  o v e r a l l  s t r u c t u r e .  V ico h as  t r i e d  to  so lv e  to o  many 
problem s and p re s e n t h i s  s o lu t io n s  in  to o  g r e a t  d e t a i l .  The r e s u l t  i s  
th a t  th e  re a d e r  lo s e s  s ig h t  o f  th e  o v e r a l l  argum ent; th e  wood can n o t be 
seen  f o r  th e  t r e e s :
He l in g e re d  so lo n g  o v er th e  d e t a i l s  t h a t ,  when th e  end was
7 . Wisdom o f the w e s t . London, 1959» p.209*
8 . 'Vico and h is  New S c ie n c e ’ , The L is te n e r , 7 A p r il, 1949» P*570.
9® Arnaldo Moraigliano, 'V ic o ’ s S c ien za  Nuova: Roman B e s t io n i and Roman 
B r o i’ , H istory and Theory, 5» 1966, p.9*
10. See E. N oether, Seeds o f  I t a l ia n  N ation alism  1700-1815« New York, 1951» 
p .6 5 .
11. B enedetto  Croce, The Philosophy o f  G iam battista  V ico . New York, 19^3» 
p .4 2 .
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re a c h e d , he had n o t succeeded in  la y in g  o u t th e  argum ent w hich 
they should  have i l l u s t r a t e d ,  a s  a  c o n se c u tiv e  and i n t e l l i g ­
ib le  w hole. 12
The end p roduct o f  th e se  d e f ic ie n c ie s  was to  o c c a s io n  a  work t h a t  i s  
13
an a b s o lu te  ju n g le .  In d eed , th e  o b s c u r i ty  o f  V ic o ’ s w r i t in g s  i s  so mark­
ed th a t  i t  has provoked some s c h o la r s  to  e la b o ra te  t h e o r i e s  to  e x p la in  i t .
One such th eo ry  i s  t h a t  Vico d e l ib e r a t e ly  w ro te  in  a  con fused  f a s h io n  
so t h a t  h i s  work would be am biguous. V ico ’ s  prim e concern  in  The New 
S c ien ce  was th e  o r ig in s  o f  hum anity . When d e a l in g  w ith  t h i s  to p ic  one had 
to  e x e rc is e  extrem e c a r e .  A number o f  s c h o la r s ,  in c lu d in g  some o f  V ic o 's  
a c q u a in ta n c e s , had aroused  th e  i r e  o f  th e  I n q u i s i t io n  fo r  s ta te m e n ts  they  
had made co n ce rn in g  th e  b e g in n in g s  o f  h i s t o r y .  I t  h a s  been su g g es ted
th e r e f o r e  th a t  V ico ’ s o b s c u r ity  i s  th e  r e s u l t  o f  an a t te m p t to  co n fu se  th e
14
I n q u i s i t io n  o r fo re ig n  d e sp o ts :
In  h i s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  lo n e l in e s s  and under th e  p re s s u re  o f  
e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  c e n s o rs h ip , w hich in  h i s  l a s t  y e a r s  had grown 
very  se v e re , V ico ’ s s ty le  became alw ays more s y n th e t ic  and 
c ry p tic  and co n seq u en tly  more o b s c u re . 15
I t  i s  argued  th e n , th a t  Vico shrouded any p o s s ib le  unorthodoxy w ith  th e  
16
c lo a k  o f  o b s c u r i ty .  In  su p p o rt o f  t h i s  v iew , s c h o la r s  p o in t to  V ic o ’ s
17
d i s t i n c t i o n  between sac red  and p ro fan e  h i s t o r y .  He em phasised t h a t  he
was on ly  concerned  w ith  G e n tile  h i s to r y  so a s  to  av o id  dangerous g round .
Prim a f a c i e , such a  th e o ry  m e r i ts  c o n s id e ra t io n  f o r  th e  I n q u i s i t i o n
18
was a c t iv e  d u rin g  V ic o 's  l i f e  tim e . In d eed , N ap les b o a s te d  th r e e  
form s o f  th e  I n q u is i t io n :  th e  S p an ish , th e  Roman and t h a t  o f  th e  lo c a l
12. G .E . Vaughan, S tu d ie s  in  th e  H is to ry  o f  P o l i t i c a l  P h ilosophy  b e fo re  
and a f t e r  R ousseau . V o l .I ,  M anchester, 1925* p .2 0 7 .
15. See l o c , c i t .
14. See Emery N eff , The P oetry  o f  H is to ry . New York, 1947* p . 88 .
15» A. G rim ald i, The U n iv e rsa l Humanity o f  G ia m b a ttis ta  V ico , New York, 
1958, p.90* See a ls o  i b i d . ,  p . 146 .
16. See Thomas B e rry , The H is to r ic a l  Theory o f  G ia m b a ttis ta  V ico , W ashing­
to n , 1949» P*12.
17. See John Herman R a n d a ll,  The C aree r o f  P h ilo so p h y , New Y ork, 1962, 
P .9 5 7 .
18. See R ich a rd  Hurd, The Works o f  th e  R ig h t H onourable Joseph  A dd ison , 
V o l.1 ,  London, 1854* p .4 2 0 . A lso P ie t r o  G iannone, The C iv i l  H is to ry  
o f  th e  Kingdom o f  N ap le s . V o l . I I ,  London, 1731* P*837*
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archbishop . The I n q u is it io n  had f i r s t  become uneasy about N aples in
1671, a s  a r e s u lt  o f  the growing in flu en ce  o f  D esca rtes . In 1686 i t
moved a g a in st  the " a th e is t s ’* and in  the ea r ly  1690's  a number o f  au th ors
20
were condemned and im prisoned. In 1693 the archbishop o f  N aples read out
th e ir  err o rs  among which were the b e l i e f s  th a t men e x is te d  b efore Adam
and the so u ls  o f  men were not e s s e n t ia l ly  d if f e r e n t  from th ose  o f  b e a s t s .
21
In  a d d it io n , the De Herum Natura o f  L u cretiu s was condemned. At th e  turn
o f  the cen tu ry , th en , th ose w r it in g  on the o r ig in s  o f  man were under
c lo s e  scru tin y  by a h o s t i le  a u th o r ity . I t  was not u n t i l  1746, two y ears
a f t e r  V ic o 's  death , th a t the I n q u is it io n  in  i t s  most hated form, the Roman,
22
was f in a l l y  d is lod ged  from N ap les. There i s ,  th e r e fo r e , some support 
fo r  F is c h 's con ten tion :
Vico says n oth in g  o f  the I n q u is it io n  in  h is  autob iography, but 
h is  w r it in g s  are not f u l ly  i n t e l l i g i b l e  to  one who does n ot  
bear in  mind th a t i t  was a c t iv e  in  N aples throughout h is  
l i f e t im e .  23
Although F isch  may be c o r r e c t  in  t h i s  p rop osa l, i t  does not fo llo w  
th a t the b a s ic  cause o f  o b scu r ity  in  The New Science was fe a r  o f  the  
I n q u is it io n ;  fe a r  o f  th e  In q u is it io n  i s  not a n ecessary  r e s u l t  o f  th e  fa c t  
o f  the I n q u is it io n . I t  may a ls o  be urged th a t to  w r ite  in  an obscure  
fa sh io n  on such a dangerous to p ic  was q u ite  dangerous. O bscurity in  such 
a m atter i s  two e d g e d :it  may serve to  c loak  unorthodoxy but on the o th er  
hand i t  le a v e s  the work open to  any in te r p r e ta t io n  and so p o s s ib ly  to  an 
unorthodox one. The employment o f  the d is t in c t io n  between profane and 
sacred h is to r y  a lso  g iv e s  l i t t l e  support to  th ose  who would su ggest V ico  
s e t  out to  confuse the a u th o r it ie s .  I t  may have been a cau tion ary
19
19» See H.P. Adams, The L ife  and W ritin gs o f  G iam battista  V ico . London,
1935, p .4 9 .
2 0 . See ib id . , p p .49-51»
2 1 . See ib id . ,  p.51»
22 . See Max H. F isc h , 'The Academy o f  the I n v e s t ig a to r s ' ,  in  E. Ashworth 
Underwood, S c ien ce . M edicine and H isto r y . V o l .I ,  London, 1953» P»545»
23 . The Autobiography o f  G iam battista  V ico . New York, 1944» P*34»
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m easure , b u t ,  i f  i t  was, i t  was a ls o  a  t r a d i t i o n a l  R en a issan ce  d i s t i n c t i o n .
There a re  a ls o  c e r t a in  f a c to r s  w hich su g g es t t h a t  Vico had no re a so n
to  p r a c t i s e  d e c e i t .  In  h i s  w r i t in g s  he d e c la r e s  h im se lf  v e ry  much a 
25 26 
C a th o lic  and a c c e p ts  th e  c h u rc h ’ s te a c h in g  on Adam. H is  S c ie n za  Nuova
27
Prim a he co n s id e re d  was " to  th e  g lo ry  o f  th e  C a th o lic  r e l i g i o n " .  Not on ly  
d id  he d e c la re  th e  orthodoxy o f  h i s  work and h im se lf  a  lo y a l  C a th o l ic ,  he 
was a ls o  wary o f  g iv in g  s c a n d a l. I t  was f o r  t h i s  re a so n  th a t  he gave up 
h i s  a n n o ta tio n s  o f  G ro tiu s :
Vico had covered  th e  f i r s t  book and h a l f  o f  th e  second when he 
abandoned th e  ta s k ,  r e f l e c t i n g  t h a t  i t  was n o t f i t t i n g  fo r  a  
man o f C a th o lic  f a i t h  to  adorn  w ith  n o te s  th e  work o f  a  
h e r e t i c a l  a u th o r .  28
U n le ss  one supposes, th en  t h a t  Vico was a  sublim e h y p o c r i te ,  th e re  i s  every  
re a so n  fo r  b e l ie v in g  th a t  he was a  s in c e re  C a th o l ic .  In d eed , i t  h as  been 
su g g es ted  t h a t  i t  was V ic o 's  C a th o lic ism  w hich p re v e n te d  h i s  ta k in g  some 
o f  h i s  th e o r i e s  to  t h e i r  lo g ic a l  c o n c lu s io n ; Croce su g g es ted  th e  p h ilo so p h e r
29
in  Vico alw ays y ie ld e d  to  th e  C a th o l ic .  There seems l i t t l e  doubt th e n , 
t h a t  Vico was a  s taunch  C a th o lic .  I f  one adds to  t h i s  f a c t  t h a t  he d id  
n o t c o n s id e r  h i s  w r i t in g s  in  any way unorthodox  i t  becomes d i f f i c u l t  to  
a c c e p t th e  view th a t  he d e l ib e r a t e ly  w ro te  in  an o b scu re  fa s h io n  f o r  th e  
p u rp o ses  o f  d e c e p tio n .
The e s s e n t i a l  r o le  p layed  by sa c re d  h i s to r y  in  h i s  g e n e ra l th e o ry  o f  
g e n t i l e  h i s to r y  su g g e s ts  th a t  h i s  d i s t i n c t i o n  was n o t m ere ly  a c a u t io n a ry  
m easure . A knowledge o f  sacred  h is to r y  was e s s e n t i a l  i f  one were to  
c a p tu re  th e  b eg in n in g s  o f  p ro fan e  h i s to r y ;  i t  i s  by s a c re d  h i s to r y  t h a t  
V ico e x p la in s  the  e x is te n c e  o f  th e  rude  c r e a tu r e s  who began to  c r e a te
24
2 4 . Trank E. M anuel, Shapes o f  P h ilo s o p h ic a l  H is to r y . S ta n fo rd ,  1965, P*49»
2 5 . See ü p e re , I I ,  p p .279-80 .
26 . See i b i d . t I I ,  p .2 2 .
27 . The A u tob iography , p .173•
2 8 . ib i d . ,  p . 155.
29 . o p . c i t . , P .143.
g e n t i l e  h i s t o r y .  Hence th e re  i s  no su g g e s tio n  th a t  h i s  th e o ry  o f  g e n t i l e  
h i s to r y  c o n f l i c t s  in  any way w ith  th e  t e n e t s  o f  B ib l i c a l  h i s to r y .
In  th e  l i g h t  o f t h i s  e v id e n c e , th e  th e o ry  w hich su g g e s ts  t h a t  th e  
o b s c u r i ty  o f  The New S cien ce  i s  d e l ib e r a t e ,  a  c lo ak  f o r  unorthodoxy , seems 
a  somewhat u n s a t i s f a c to r y ,  i f  n o t a  c o m p le te ly  m is ta k e n , e x p la n a tio n .  In ­
d eed , i t  would app ea r t h a t  th e  a b s tru s e  n a tu re  o f  th e  work i s  to  be e x p la in ­
ed more s a t i s f a c t o r i l y  by in v o k in g  o th e r  h y p o th e se s .
V ico h im se lf  was aw are o f  th e  d e f i c i e n c i e s  o f  e x p re s s io n  and accu racy  
in  h i s  m a s te rp ie c e . He a t t r i b u t e d  them to  h i s  f a i l u r e  to  e x e rc is e  due
d i l ig e n c e  w ith  th e  w ork. Owing to  p u b l ic a t io n  re q u ire m e n ts  th e  work had
51
been w r i t t e n  in  a very  s h o r t  tim e ; indeed  i t  had been w r i t t e n  in  an “ a lm o st 
52
f a t a l  f u r y " .  At t h i s  tim e Vico was a l s o  s u f f e r in g  w ith  a  long  and s e r io u s
55
i l l n e s s .  S in ce  d i l ig e n c e  was a  " ta rd y  v i r t u e "  he was th e re f o r e  u n ab le  to
p r a c t ic e  i t .  D ilig e n c e  r e q u ir e d  tim e , tim e th a t  Vico d id  n o t have a t  h i s
d i s p o s a l .  Hence th e  d e f i c i e n c i e s  o f  The Mew S c ie n c e :
F o r a l l  th e se  r e a s o n s  he was u n ab le  to  a t te n d  to  c e r t a i n  ex­
p re s s io n s  w hich w ere co n fu sed  and ought to  have been s e t  in  
o r d e r ,  o r w ere l e f t  in  th e  rough and ought to  have been 
p o l is h e d ,  o r  were to o  s h o r t  and ought to  have been expanded; 
n o r to  a  m u lti tu d e  o f  p a ssa g e s  in  v e rs e  rh y th m s, w hich ought 
to  be avo ided  in  p ro s e ; n o r f i n a l l y  to  s e v e ra l  s l i p s  o f  
memory, w hich however w ere v e rb a l  on ly  and d id  no harm to  th e  
s e n s e . 34
A lthough  h i s  h a s te  and i l l n e s s  may e x p la in  some o f  th e  o b s c u r i ty  and 
in a c c u ra c y , t h e i r  fundam enta l so u rce  i s  th e  p e r s o n a l i ty  o f  Vico h im s e lf .  
Many o f  th e  in a c c u ra c ie s  a ro s e  because  he was sim ply n o t concerned  w ith  
d e t a i l :
V ico , th e  g e n iu s ,  o f te n  e r r e d  in  h i s  f a c t s ,  i n t e r e s te d  a s  he 
was on ly  in  th e  v a s t  d e s ig n  w hich r e g u la te d  m en 's d e s t i n i e s .  35
196.
50
50. See The Autobiography, p p .165, 166.
31. I t  was begun on Christmas Day, 1729 and completed on Easter Sunday, 
1750.
32. The autobiography, p.194*
35. ib id . ,  p .195.
34* l o c , c i t .
35* E. Noether, o p .c i t . , p .65.
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H is was a wide canvas and on more than one o cca sio n  he deprecated  exact
36
sc h o la r sh ip . H is aim was to  p resen t a broad o u t lin e ;  the d e t a i l s  cou ld
be f i t t e d  in  by le s s e r  minds. He record s th a t when he began to  study
geometry he learned to  h is  c o s t  th a t
. . .  th a t study proper to  minute w it s  i s  not easy fo r  minds 
already made u n iv e r sa l by m etap h ysics. So he gave up t h i s  
study a s  one which chained and con fin ed  h is  mind, now 
accustomed through lon g  study o f  m etaphysics to  move f r e e ly  
in  the in f in i t e  o f  g e n e r a . . . .  37
He evinced  th en , no a f f e c t io n  fo r  d e t a i l .  Although he was a p en e tr a tin g
38
and o r ig in a l th in k er , he was no m eticu lou s sc h o la r .
A student o f  Alphonso G rim ald i's  once remarked th a t "reading The New
39
S cien ce i s  l ik e  opening a hundred windows on a l u s t i l y  b low ing g a le " . The 
s im ile  i s  s t r ik in g ly  apt fo r  i t  ex p resse s  V ic o 's  temperament and c a s t  o f  
mind. He was p o ssessed  o f  a tu rb u len t, e x c ita b le  and u n d isc ip lin e d  
i n t e l l e c t :
There i s  no su g g estio n  o f  c l a s s i c a l  r e s t r a in t  about him; f i e r y ,  
in te n s e , to  an alm ost insane d egree , he i s  the very p e r s o n if ic ­
a t io n  o f  th e  Soul U n s a t is f ie d . 40
41
Indeed, Vico adm itted th a t he was " ch o ler ic  to  a fa u lt" .
C onsequently, when he r e a l is e d  th a t he had made a number o f  im portant
d is c o v e r ie s ,  in  h is  excitem en t he t r ie d  to  p resen t them a l l  a t  on ce. In
h is  exuberant h aste  h is  rev o lu tio n a ry  id ea s  were expressed  in  fragm entary
form. They th ere fo re  engendered con fu sion  and V ic o 's  m asterp iece was
rendered w e lln ig h  u n in t e l l i g ib l e .
P a ssio n , w ith  him, t r i e s  d esp era te ly  hard to  lend  w ings to  
sen ten ces  too  h e a v ily  laden w ith  thought to  take to  th e a ir  
w ith  e a se , and V ico , eager to  prove a l l  th in g s  a t  on ce, in  
con stan t apprehension l e s t  he has in s u f f ic ie n t ly  exp la in ed  
h im se lf , a lw ays in  a hurry, p u ffin g  and p an tin g  and flou n d ­
e r in g  a lo n g , p re se n ts  h i s  public  w ith  h is  magnum opus, and 
h is  magnum opus f a l l s  com p letely  f l a t .  42
36. See H.P.Adams, o p . c i t . , p.39*
37» The A u to b io g rap h y , p .1 2 3 .
38. See A. M omigliano, S tu d ie s  in  H istor iograp h y . New York, 1966, p .19*  
39* See a . G rim aldi, o p . c i t . , p . i x .
40 . P au l H azard , The E uropean Mind (16 8 0 -1 7 1 3 ). London, 1953» p.413*
41. The A u to b io g rap h y , p.199«
42. P au l H azard , o p . c i t . . p .414.
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He conceived the ideas but lacked the necessary temperament and skills to 
enunciate them clearly.
This inadequacy in Vico’s armoury has been traced back to his form-
43
ative years. His schooling had been irregular and this had produced an 
undisciplined mind. It is in this context that Flint has conjectured 
that
Strict and judicious educational discipline might have done our 
philosopher much good. He never acquired the power of keeping 
his imagination in due restraint; of distinguishing clearly 
between the possible, probable, and certain; of knowing when a 
proposition was sufficiently proved, and when not; of ordering 
his thoughts and arranging his proofs in a distinct and 
appropriate manner. 44
Vico, then, did not possess the necessary skills to formulate his 
ideas in logical order. His natural exuberance held sway and so all his 
ideas strove for simultaneous expression. The result was a muddle. As 
Isaiah Berlin has so aptly remarked:
45
Vico had not ... enough talent for his genius.
An additional factor contributing to inaccuracy was the conditions 
under which he worked. He recounts that it was his custom, when reading,46
writing or thinking, to do so
... in the midst of the turmoil and distraction of the house­
hold and often in conversation with his friends. 47
Such a practice would certainly not lend itself to the production of clear
and accurate composition.
Perhaps the hypothesis that most adequately accounts for the notor­
ious Vichian obscurity is the suggestion that the work is to a large ex­
tent a reflection of the general confusion of thought during the period 
in question. The Medieval synthesis had disintegrated and nothing had
43. See Ch.III.
44. Vico, Edinburgh, 1884, p.41*
45» ’A Note on Vico's Concept of Knowledge’, in Giorgio Tagliacozzo, op.cit.. 
P.373.46. The Autobiography, p.163.
47« ibid., p.154.
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as  y e t been e re c te d  to  ta k e  i t s  p la c e .  I t  was th e re f o r e  a p e r io d  o f
g e n e ra l u n c e r ta in ty  and s c e p tic is m :
No p r in c ip le  o f  i n t e l l e c t u a l  o rd e r  had y e t been found f o r  th e  
p o s t-R e n a is sa n c e  w o rld . The main c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  th e  i n t e l l ­
e c tu a l  te n d e n c ie s  fo llo w in g  th e  breakdown o f  t h i s  s y n th e s is  
was th e  s c e p tic is m  w hich g ra d u a l ly  d r i f t e d  in to  European 
th o u g h t. 49
I t  was to  combat t h i s  tendency  t h a t  V ico s e t  h im se lf  th e  ta s k  o f  
c r e a t in g  a  new s y n th e s is  o f  human know ledge. To do t h i s  he had to  e la b o r ­
a te  new c o n c e p ts . The New S cience  was a  p o in e e r  work and a s  such i t  con­
ta in e d  co n ce p ts  w hich had n o t been f u l l y  worked o u t .  They were th e r e f o r e  
d i f f i c u l t  to  d e f in e  in  c l e a r  and a c c u ra te  f a s h io n .  Vico a p p lie d  h im se lf  
to  h i s  ta sk  fo r  some tw enty  y e a rs  b u t th e  p ro d u c t o f  h i s  e f f o r t s  was o n ly  
a fragm en tary  fo rm u la tio n . The most p ro b ab le  sou rce  o f  co n fu s io n  in  The 
New Science th e n , was th e  c o n fu s io n  o f  V ico ’ s own th o u g h t:
From what he h as  s a id  in  h i s  own w r i t i n g s ,  from th e  w r i t in g s  
th e m se lv es , and from  th e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  t h a t  h i s  own and l a t e r  
tim es  have had in  u n d e rs ta n d in g  them , i t  i s  beyond doubt t h a t  
t h i s  o b s c u r i ty  d e r iv e d  u l t im a te ly  from  a  la c k  o f  c l a r i t y  in  
h i s  own mind in  r e l a t i o n  to  th e  s u b je c t  on w hich he was 
w r i t in g .  50
48
48. D e sc a r te s  had o f f e r e d  a  s o lu t io n  b u t on ly  a t  th e  p r ic e  o f  d e n ig ra t in g  
every  form o f  knowledge th a t  co u ld  n o t be red u ced  to  a  m a them atica l 
fo rm a t.
49* Thomas B e rry , o p . c i t . . p .1 7 .
50. i b i d . ,  p .1 1 .
APPENDIX B
VICO* S SOURCE MATERIAL 
H is N e g le c t o f  P h y s ic a l Remains
The m ajor so u rc e s  Vico employed fo r  h i s  in v e s t ig a t io n  o f  rem ote a n t i ­
q u i ty  w ere th e  w orks o f  th e  c l a s s i c a l  a u th o rs .  The g r e a t  m a jo r i ty  o f  h i s  
in s p i r e d  c o n je c tu r e s  were a  p ro d u c t o f  h i s  im m ersion in  th e  Homeric w r i t ­
in g s .  When he a ttem p ted  to  p re s e n t  some c o n f irm a tio n  o f  th e se  h y p o th e se s  
he u sed  e th n o g ra p h ic  m a te r ia l  th e  o v e r - r id in g  so u rce  o f  w hich was th e  
Germania o f  T a c i tu s .
When i t  i s  a p p re c ia te d  t h a t  Vico w ro te  in  th e  e a r l i e r  p a r t  o f  th e  
e ig h te e n th  c e n tu ry ,  t h i s  method o f  p ro ced u re  may app ea r somewhat s u r p r i s ­
in g . The se v e n te e n th  c e n tu ry  had n o t on ly  w itn e s se d  a  g r e a t  u p su rge  o f  
i n t e r e s t  in  m a te r ia l  re m a in s ; i t  had a ls o  seen th e  p u b l ic a t io n  o f  num erous 
w orks p r e s e n t in g  d e ta i le d  d e s c r ip t io n s  o f  p r im it iv e  p e o p le s . V ico a lm o st 
e n t i r e l y  ig n o re d  th e  fo rm er and made sc a n t u se  o f  th e  l a t t e r .  Thus he 
f a i l e d  to  make use  o f  a  v a s t  s to r e  o f  in fo rm a tio n  th a t  was q u i te  r e le v a n t  
to  h i s  p u r s u i t s .
In  I t a l y ,  a s  in  B r i t a i n ,  th e  se v e n te e n th  c e n tu ry  ev id en ced  a  g r e a t
en th u siasm  f o r ,  and p re o c c u p a tio n  w ith ,  a n t i q u i t i e s  o f  a  m a te r ia l  n a tu r e .
T h is  t r e n d  had began d u r in g  th e  R en a issan c e  when s c h o la r s  became i n t e r e s t -
1
ed in  th e  m a te r ia l  rem a in s  o f  th e  e a r ly  C h r is t i a n  and C la s s ic a l  w o rld .
The inadequacy  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  m ethods, h ig h l ig h te d  by th e  r i s e  o f  th e  natur< 
2
a l  s c ie n c e s ,  a c c e le r a te d  t h i s  t r e n d ,  f o r  s c h o la r s  came to  a p p r e c ia te  more 
f u l l y  th e  v a lu e  o f  p h y s ic a l  rem a in s  in  v e r i f y in g  th e  accu racy  o f  h i s t o r i c ­
a l  a c c o u n ts .  C o n seq u en tly , by th e  end o f  th e  s e v e n te e n th  c e n tu ry ,  w orks 
such a s  F ran cesco  B ia n c h in i ’ s La I s t o r i a  U n iv e rsa la  p ro v a ta  con monumenti
1. See Jacob  B u rc k h a rd t, The C iv i l i z a t i o n  o f  th e  R en a issan c e  in  I t a l y ,
New Y ork, i 960 , p p .1 5 0 -5 . See a l s o  Liam de P a o r, A rch aeo lo g y , 
H arm ondsw orth, 1973» P*H »
2 . See C h . I I .
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3
e f i g u r a t a  con s im b o li d e g l i  a n t i c h i  began to  a p p e a r . The s ig n if ic a n c e
o f  t h i s  work la y  in  i t s  u n d e r ly in g  assu m p tio n  th a t  a r c h a e o lo g ic a l  ev idence
( s t o r i a  p e r s im b o li)  p ro v id e d  a  f irm e r  b a s i s  f o r  h is to r y  th an  d id  l i t e r a r y
e v id e n c e . I t  assumed th a t  c o in s ,  i n s c r i p t i o n s ,  c h a r t e r s ,  s ta tu e s  and
4
b u i ld in g s  w ere more r e l i a b l e  th a n  'h i s t o r i c a l *  s o u rc e s .
I t  seems im p o ss ib le  t h a t  Vico cou ld  have been unaware o f  t h i s  new
tr e n d .  I t a l y  was a  la n d  r i c h  in  r e l i c s  from  th e  a n c ie n t  p a s t .  Joseph
A ddison who v i s i t e d  th e  co u n try  in  1700 re c o rd e d  t h a t  i t
abounds w ith  c a b in e ts  o f  c u r i o s i t i e s  and v a s t  c o l l e c t io n s  o f  
a l l  k in d s  o f  a n t i q u i t i e s .  5
A lthough he o b se rv ed  t h a t ,  r e l a t i v e  to  th e  r e s t  o f  I t a l y ,  N ap les was some­
what l e s s  r i c h  in  m a te r ia l  re m a in s , he s ta t e d  t h a t  " a t  abo u t e ig h t  m ile s
6
d is ta n c e  from  N ap les  l i e s  a  v e ry  n o b le  scene o f  a n t i q u i t i e s " .
The N e a p o li ta n  p u b lic  were n o t unaw are o f  t h e i r  h i s t o r i c  r e l i c s  and
monuments f o r  th e y  b i t t e r l y  re s e n te d  t h e i r  a b d u c tio n  by th e  S p an ish  go v ern - 
7
o r s .  I t  i s  th e r e f o r e  very  l i k e ly  t h a t  Vico was c o n sc io u s  o f  t h e i r  e x i s t ­
en ce . H is aw aren ess  o f  t h i s  en th u siasm  f o r  m a te r ia l  rem a in s  seems to  be
8
p o s i t iv e ly  in d ic a te d  by h i s  p r a is e  o f  M ab illon  and h i s  ac q u a in ta n c e  w ith
Dominic d 'A u lu s io .  P ie t r o  Giannone h a s  re c o rd e d  t h a t  d 'A u lu s io , a  man
9 10
whom Vico r e s p e c te d  and ad m ired , was a  " g r e a t  A n tiq u a ry " . Hence i t  seems 
u n te n a b le  to  a rg u e  t h a t  V ico ig n o red  th e  a n t iq u a r ia n  approach  b ecause  he 
was unaware o f  i t s  e x i s te n c e .
I f  Vico was aw are o f  th e  a n t iq u a r ia n  movement, and i t  seems q u i te  
p ro b ab le  t h a t  he w as, why d id  he ig n o re  i t ?  At f i r s t  g lan ce  i t  would
3. A sim ilar phenomenon was occurring in  England at th is  tim e. See G h.I.
4 . See A. Momigliano, S tu d ies  in H istoriography. New York, 1966, pp.11, 14* 
5* The Works o f  the R ight Honourable Joseph Addison. V o l.I , London, 1854»
P.357.
6 . ib id . , p .431 •
7 . See P ie tro  Giannone, A C iv il  H istory o f the Kingdom o f N aples. V o l.I I ,  
London, 1731» P•806.
8 . See The New S c ien ce . 485» Mabillon was an en th u sia stic  antiquary.
9. See The Autobiography, p.147*
10. o p .c i t . .  p .841.
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ap p ea r t h a t ,  g iv en  V ic o 's  i n t e r e s t  in  a n c ie n t  man, th e  a n t iq u a r ia n  approach  
would have been  a  f r u i t f u l  means o f  p ro c e d u re . There a re  s e v e ra l f a c t o r s  
w hich may h e lp  e x p la in  V ic o 's  n e g le c t  o f  th e  new m ethod.
One may b eg in  by a s k in g  how w idely  used  was th e  new method? G ranted 
th e  immense i n t e r e s t  in  a n t i q u i t i e s  and i s o la te d  in s ta n c e s  o f  s c h o la r s  employ­
in g  them f o r  th e  p u rp o se s  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  argum ent, th e re  seems to  be l i t t l e  
ev idence  to  in d ic a te  t h a t  th e  u se  o f  r e l i c s  f o r  h i s t o r i c a l  p u rp o ses  was a
w e ll e s ta b l i s h e d  p ro c e d u re . E x ca v a tio n s  had been c a r r i e d  o u t a t  H erculaneum
11
in  1711 b u t w ere suspended  by o rd e r  o f  th e  governm ent. A lthough work began
a g a in  in  1758 i t  was to o  l a t e  to  in f lu e n c e  Vico in  any way. T h is  was a ls o
t r u e  o f  th e  work o f  two o f  th e  more c e le b ra te d  a n t iq u a r ia n s  o f  th e  e ig h te e n th
c e n tu ry ,  J .  J .  W inckelmann and W illiam  S tu k e le y . The f o r m e r 's  f i r s t  p u b lic -
12
a t io n ,  On th e  D is c o v e r ie s  a t  H erculaneum  d id  n o t ap p ea r u n t i l  1762, some 
tw enty  y e a r s  a f t e r  V ic o 's  d e a th .  The f i r s t  o f  W illiam  S tu k e le y 's  w orks began 
to  app ea r d u r in g  th e  c lo s in g  s ta g e s  o f  V ic o 's  l i f e  and so i t  i s  p ro b ab le  th a t
15
he was unaware o f  t h e i r  e x i s t e n c e .  I t  i s  p o s s ib le ,  th e r e f o r e ,  t h a t  Vico 
made l i t t l e  u se  o f  th e  p h y s ic a l  rem a in s  a v a i la b le  because  he was n o t aw are o f  
any p re c e d e n t f o r  t h e i r  s u c c e s s fu l  u t i l i z a t i o n .
A f u r th e r  f a c t o r  w hich must be c o n s id e re d  i s  th e  a v a i l a b i l i t y  o f  a n t i ­
q u i t i e s  to  s c h o la r s  in  th e  e a r ly  e ig h te e n th  c e n tu ry .  At t h i s  tim e an atm os­
phere o f  se c re c y  o f te n  su rro u n d ed  e x c a v a tio n s ,  r u l e r s  c o n s id e r in g  a rc h a e o -
14
lo g ic a l  r e c o v e r ie s  t h e i r  e x c lu s iv e  p e rso n a l p ro p e r ty .  The a r t e f a c t s  re c o v ­
e red  a t  H erculaneum , f o r  exam ple, w ere "most j e a lo u s ly  guarded  a t  th e  ro y a l
15
p a la c e " .  The problem s en co u n te red  by W inckelmann (he was t r e a te d  a s  a  spy)
11. See A. M ic h a e lis ,  A C en tu ry  o f  A rc h a e o lo g ic a l D is c o v e r ie s , London, 1908,
p .8 .
12. See C.W. Ceram, Gods, G raves and S c h o la r s . Harmondsworth, 1974» P*31*
1% The f a c t  t h a t  S tu k e le y  worked in  England a lm o st p u ts  i t  beyond d o u b t. For 
an acco u n t o f  S tu k e le y 's  work see  S. P ig g o t t ,  W illiam  S tu k e le y . O xford , 
1950.
14» See C.W. Ceram, o p . c i t . t p .2 9 .
15. A. M ic h a e lis ,  o p . c i t . , p .8 .
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c o n s t i t u t e  an e x c e l le n t  example o f  th e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  s c h o la r s  e x p e rie n c e d  in
16
g a in in g  a c c e s s  to  a rc h a e o lo g ic a l  m a te r i a l .  Hence, a lth o u g h  a  c e r t a in  
amount o f  a r t e f a c t u a l  m a te r ia l  had been re c o v e re d , th e r e  i s  re a so n  to  b e l ie v e  
t h a t  i t  was n o t r e a d i ly  a v a i l a b l e .  T h is  may h e lp  e x p la in  V ic o 's  n e g le c t  
o f  a so u rce  t h a t  was a p p a re n tly  a t  h i s  d is p o s a l .
The n a tu r e  o f  th e  a r t e f a c t u a l  m a te r ia l  must a l s o  be ta k e n  in to  acco u n t
i f  V ic o 's  a p p a re n tly  c r a s s  n e g le c t  i s  to  be e x p la in e d . The a n t iq u a r ia n s
who were a c t iv e  in  V ic o 's  environm ent ^ I ta ly J  w ere m ainly concerned  w ith  th e
17
p h y s ic a l rem a in s  o f  th e  e a r ly  C h r i s t i a n  and C la s s ic a l  p e r io d s .  T h is  was
18
a ls o  t r u e  o f  many F rench  and B r i t i s h  s c h o la r s  who m a n ife s te d  a  p e c u l ia r
19
i n t e r e s t  in  th e  a n c ie n t  c i v i l i s a t i o n s  o f  th e  E a s te rn  M e d ite rra n e a n . S in ce  
V ico ’ s p re o c c u p a tio n  was th e  o r ig i n  o f  th e se  s o c i e t i e s ,  w hat had p receded  
them , he may w e ll have c o n s id e re d  t h a t  th e  a n t i q u i t i e s  a v a i la b le  w ere o f  
l i t t l e  u se  to  him.
T here i s  a ls o  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  Vico c o n s id e re d  th e  a n t iq u a r ia n s  
20
"g ru b b in g  c o m p ile rs " , s c h o la r s  who c o n c e n tra te d  on t r i v i a ,  am assed v a s t
c o l l e c t io n s  o f  o b je c ts  b u t m a n ife s te d  l i t t l e  o r  no u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  th e  people
who made them . I t  i s  t h i s  view  o f  th e  a n t iq u a r ia n  t h a t  Croce d e p ic ts :
I t  i s  on th e  o th e r  hand o n ly  p ro p er to  o b se rv e  th e  f a i l i n g s  o f  
th e  f i r s t  s e r io u s ly  s c i e n t i f i c  e f f o r t s  o f  p h i l o l o g i s t s  and 
a n t iq u a r i e s .  They r e h a b i l i t a t e d  w itn e s s e s ,  l a i d  b a re  f a l s i f i c ­
a t i o n s ,  r e c o n s tr u c te d  l i s t s  o f  r u l e r s  and m a g is t r a te s ,  c o n n e c t­
ed chrono logy  and c o n t ra d ic te d  c e r t a i n  le g e n d s : b u t ,  w hether 
owing to  th e  te n d e n c ie s  o f  th o u g h t u s u a l among pure s c h o la r s  
and p h i l o l o g i s t s  o r  b ecau se  o f  th e  g e n e ra l a tm osphere o f  t h e i r  
c e n tu r y 's  c u l t u r e ,  th e y  n e i th e r  had n o r conveyed a  f e e l i n g  f o r  
th e  a n tiq u e  and th e  p r im i t i v e .  21
16. See C.W. Ceram, o p . c i t . . p .3 0 .
17. I t a l y  p o sse sse d  l i t e r a r y  r e c o rd s  w hich ex ten d ed  back to  th e  most g lo r io u s  
and d is t in g u is h e d  p e r io d  o f  h e r p a s t .  The 'p r e h i s t o r i c  a g e ' was lo n g  
d e p a r te d .  I t  i s  n o t s u r p r i s in g  th e r e f o r e  t h a t  h e r  s c h o la r s  showed l i t t l e  
i n t e r e s t  in  th e  p r e c l a s s i c a l  e r a .  In  c o u n t r ie s  such a s  Denmark and to  a 
l e s s e r  e x te n t  E n g lan d , th e  non l i t e r a t e  p a s t  was n o t so f a r  rem oved.
Hence i t  was to  be e x p ec ted  t h a t  p r e h i s to r i c  a rch aeo lo g y  sho u ld  m a n ife s t 
i t s  f i r s t  s i g n i f i c a n t  developm ent in  th e  n o r th e rn  c o u n t r i e s  o f  E u rope .
18. T h is  i s  n o t to  deny t h a t  B r i t a i n  had h e r Lhwyd, Rowlands and S tu k e le y .
19» See Liam de iBaor, o p . c i t . . p p .1 4 -1 6 .
20 . See The A utobiography, p .1 4 8 .
21 . The P h ilo so p h y  o f  G ia m b a ttis ta  V ico . New York, 1915» p.155*
204
If Croce’s comment is valid, and there is reason to think that it is, the 
antiquarian would have held little attraction for Vico. Indeed, he would 
seem to have been diametrically opposed to such approaches. Vico was
23
concerned with the broad, the general, the sweeping and above all he express­
ed a great empathy with primordial man - Vico’s interest was men, not objects.
Perhaps the most important single factor which may explain Vico's 
neglect of physical remains is the question he was attempting to answer. It 
is generally agreed that the type of question asked will, to a great extent, 
determine the type of answer received. Vico was endeavouring to solve 
problems defined by scholars such as Thomas Hobbes, Jean Bodin and Francis 
Bacon. Although they were questions about ancient or 'primitive' man, they 
were not archaeological questions as such. Hence it is not to be expected 
that Vico would employ archaeological methods.
In view of the preceding discussion, Vico's failure to utilize arte- 
factual material can be understood, if not excused. There is the added 
possibility that many of the problems with which he grappled are not sus-
24
ceptible to an archaeological solution.
22
His Neglect of ethnographic Material
A second source of relevant information of which Vico made scant use 
was the vast store of ethnographic material which had poured in from the 
New World. The voyages of discovery presented Europeans with far broader
25
horizons so that in Vico's day they were reasonably familiar with the indig-
enpus peoples of the Americas, the Far East and Africa. Since the first
voyage of Columbus Europeans demonstrated a keen interest in the new and 
26
bizarre peoples. By the early eighteenth century one did not have to rely
22. See Ch.II.
23. See Appendix A.
24. See Ch.IX.
25* See J.H.Parry, The Age of Reconnaissance. New York, 1964* See also J.H.
Parry, Europe and a Wider World 1415-1715. London, 1966.
26. See Margaret Hodgen, Early Anthropology in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth 
Centuries. Philadelphia, 1964» pp.17-20.
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f o r  o n e ’ s knowledge o f  f a r  away p e o p le s  on th e  p h a n ta s ie s  re c o rd e d  in  w orks
27
such a s  t h a t  o f  John M a n d e v ille . The in d ig en o u s  p e o p le s  were th em se lv es
28
d is p la y e d  a c ro s s  Europe and by 1600 A.D. th e  second e d i t io n  o f  H ak lu y t’ s
e x te n s iv e ly  re a d  w ork, The P r in c ip le  n a v ig a t io n s ,  Voyages« T ra f f iq u e s  and
29
D is c o v e r ie s  o f  th e  E n g lish  N a tio n , a  c o l l e c t io n  o f  docum ents e x te n d in g  to
one and a  h a l f  m i l l io n  w ords, had a p p e a re d . In  16 12 W illiam  S tra c k e y ’ s
30
The H is to r ie  o f  f r a v e l l  in to  V irg in ia  B r i t a n i a  was p u b lish e d  w h ile  in  1673
31
O g ilb y ’ s E m bassies  to  C hina underw ent a  second e d i t i o n .  B oth th e se  l a t t e r  
w orks p re s e n te d  r i c h  and d e t a i l e d  d e s c r ip t io n s  o f  th e  custom s, econom ies and 
te c h n o lo g ie s  o f  in d ig en o u s  p e o p le s .
Given V ic o 's  a d m ira tio n  o f  th e  E n g lis h  ( in  th e  perso n  o f  F ra n c is  Bacon) 
and th e  p u b l ic a t io n  on th e  C o n tin e n t o f  w orks such a s  P ere  L a f i t a u 's  Moeurs 
d es  sauvages A m eriquains (1724) i t  would ap p ea r t h a t  a  s u b s t a n t i a l  amount o f  
e th n o g ra p h ic  m a te r ia l  was a v a i la b le  to  him . E xcep t f o r  a  few token  r e f e r ­
e n c e s , how ever, he ig n o red  i t .  How i s  t h i s  to  be e x p la in e d ?
I t  was n o t t h a t  Vico d id  n o t a p p re c ia te  th e  v a lu e  o f  e th n o g ra p h ic  d a ta .
32
In d eed , he su p p lie d  a  t h e o r e t i c a l  fo u n d a tio n  f o r  i t s  u s e , e th n o g rap h ic  
p a r a l l e l s  p la y in g  a  m ajor r o l e  in  h i s  a t te m p ts  to  co n firm  h i s  h y p o th e se s .
The main so u rce  o f  h i s  in fo rm a tio n , how ever, was th e  Germania o f  T a c itu s  
and o th e r  a n c ie n t  w orks, h i s  r e f e r e n c e s  to  th e  a n c ie n t  Germans b e in g  f a r  more
33
numerous th a n  th o se  to  o th e r  a n c ie n t  p e o p le s .
T here a re  a  number o f  f a c t o r s  w hich may h e lp  to  e x p la in  t h i s  seem ing
34
im b alen ce . Vico was a  c l a s s i c a l  h u m a n is t. D uring  h i s  so jo u rn  a t  V a to l la
27 . The T ra v e ls  o f  S i r  John M a n d e v ille , New York, 1964«
28. See M arg are t Hodgen, o p . c i t . .  p . 111.
29 . See R ich a rd  H a k lu y t, Voyages and D is c o v e r ie s . Harmondsworth, 1972.
30. London, 1953»
31. London, 1673 .
32. See Ch.V.
33. In  su p p o rt o f  h i s  h y p o th e se s  Vico c i t e s  th e  a n c ie n t  Germans on 26 o cca s­
io n s ,  th e  American In d ia n s  on 12 o c c a s io n s , th e  P a ta g o n ia n s  on 5 o cca s­
io n s ,  th e  C h inese  on 12 o c c a s io n s , th e  p e o p le s  o f  th e  I n d ie s  on 7 o c c a s ­
io n s  and th e  A f r ic a n s  on 2 o c c a s io n s .
34. See C h . I I I .
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he had immersed himself in the classical literature. Hence the authors 
of this period were the ones with whom he was most familiar. Since they 
purportedly described the origin of the classical societies of the ancient 
Mediterranean and the less developed peoples who dwelt on their borders, 
they appeared to be suitable for his purposes and so, being familiar with 
them, it was natural that he should concentrate on them.
An additional explanation of Vico's neglect of the new ethnographic 
data is that, possibly, he was unaware that it was available. Despite 
his admiration of the English he did not read the language and constantly
55
refused to learn French. His access to the new material was also hampered 
by his geographical location. Naples was at this time a backwater of 
Europe. She no longer evidenced a thriving intellectual or trading commun­
ity; the hegemony in these fields had passed to the northern and western
56
countries of Europe. It is therefore possible that it took some consider­
able time for new information to filter down to Naples.
This situation was rendered more acute by the extremely isolated
57
personal life that Vico endured. His desk was his citadel and on one
occasion important letters failed to reach him for several months simply
58
because he was not in the habit of frequenting the Post Office. Hence 
there is good evidence for proposing that Vico’s failure to make greater 
use of the data pouring into Europe from travellers’ accounts of the 
Americas can be explained by his academic and geographical isolation.
In his defence, it may be argued that for Vico's purposes, Tacitus 
was a more valid source of ethnographic material than the 'travel literature’, 
One of the many criticisms brought against the use of ethnographic parallels 
by contemporary archaeologists is that it is invalid to argue from one 
society to another if they are widely separated in space and time. Hence
35* Vico was able to familiarise himself with the theories of Hobbes, Bacon 
and Descartes because they wrote in Latin.
36. See Ch.III.
37. See Ch.III.
58. The Autobiography, p.183.
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it could be argued that Tacitus was more appropriate for Vico's task.
The peoples he described were much more closely linked, both geographically 
and temporally, to the peoples in whom Vico was interested.
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